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One 


In the summer of 2019, Alice In Chains had a month-long break in the Rainier Fog campaign. We would soon be 


back on the road with Korn. | took the time to go home to Oklahoma to visit with my family. 


There wasn't much in the way of entertainment in Atoka. The only movie theater was a half hour's drive 
away. There was a pizza shop and a McDonald's in town. There was a bowling alley but it closed last year. 
There's a golf course a little under an hour's drive away. People made their own entertainment. There was a 
local rod and gun club that does target shooting on the weekends. There's a group of guys that built and raced 
mud trucks. There was even a yoga studio. It opened next to the closed bowling alley. But every year for 
Independence Day, the carnival rolled into town and all the gun people, mudders, and yogis converged on Old Man 


Sherman's farm on the edge of town. 


Sherman's been hosting the ten-day-long carnival as long as anyone can remember. In the 40s, it consisted of 
showing off prize fowls and humongous squash, and penny arcades. My Pop even remembers a portable dance 
floor and folks doing the waltz and foxtrot in between square dance competitions. The fifties saw the addition 
of a rickety Ferris wheel and a funhouse, a pie-eating contest, and racing pigs. Today, we had all of that in 
addition to crazy rides, a tractor pull, lawnmower races, and the crowning of Miss Atoka County. Three of my 
cousins and two of my nieces have held the honor. On the Fourth, of course, there were fireworks at night. 


On the opening night of the fair, my entire family got together to go. Pop, my brother and his family, my 
sister and hers, and several cousins all met in the parking lot. They had tractors pulling hay wagons to ferry 


people to the main entrance. The Cantrell clan took up an entire wagon. 


After we paid admission, everyone seemed to scatter. David's kids dragged him to some crazy twister ride. The 
old crowd headed for the food tent. Some of the cousins wanted to check out the competition for tomorrow's 
mower race. | always liked the games along the midway so | headed in that direction. But not before | picked up 
a fried Twinkie on a stick, covered in hot fudge. 


As | stood over a trash can, attempting to eat the messy thing, something caught my attention There was a 
sign saying "Freak Show - this way". These carnivals still had the oddities attraction? That didn't seem very 
2019 to me. But | threw away my Twinkie stick and the eighteen napkins it took to wipe my face and hands and 
went to check out the oddities. What can | say? I'm easily entertained and full of morbid curiosity. 


Admission to the tent was an extra five bucks. Must be hiding something good in there, | thought. | paid the 


skinny old man who reminded me of Crispin Glover on a meth binge and stepped inside. The first thing | saw 
was a large glass case that held a human skeleton with two necks and two skulls. The plaque said their names 
were Lefty and Stephen, Siamese twins who lived to the age of 83, when Stephen murdered Lefty in a fit of 


jealous rage. 


The next exhibit was a large tank that held the biggest piranha I'd ever seen That can't be safe. | quickly 


moved on. 
The next exhibit was a live goat in a pen, munching on some hay. It had six legs, two of which, sprouting out if 
its chest, seemed limp. It also had four horns on its head: two growing straight up and two curling around its 


ears. 


A very large woman with an impressive dark brown beard, dressed in a blue moo-moo and a scarf tied around 


her head, sat on a large, dark red velvet settee. She winked at me and gave a little wave. "Hey, sugar." 


| grinned. | liked her already. With a quick glance at her plaque, | replied, "Hey, Esmerelda." 


| raised an eyebrow. "Esmeralda? Really?" 

"Emily," she whispered with another wink. 

‘lm Jerry." 

"Nice to meet you, Jerry. Felt like checking out the freaks, huh?" 

| shook my head, about to protest her use of the word, ‘freaks’ when someone else spoke up. 


"Quit flirting, Esmee." A boy to my right told her. He was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt with his long, brown 


hair pulled back. He sat on a stool and tilted his head, giving me a quizzical look. 


| noticed his ears. They were tall and narrow with a pointed tip at the top. But then | noticed his eyes. Big and 
round and the color of a bed of moss, soft and inviting. 


"Oh, be quiet, Stoney," Emily scolded him 

| took a step closer and read his plaque. Stoney was known as Elf Boy. | laughed under my breath. 
"Something funny?" 

"Elf Boy?" 

"Yeah. You know, the ears." He pointed at his right ear. 

"Yeah, | figured. But | mean „couldn't you go for the traditional wolf boy or something?" 

He glanced at Emily, who shrugged. "I have pointy ears, not a furry coat! 

"You did a great job with the make-up. | can't even tell" 

"Whatever, dude. Aren't you late to the bingo game?" 

'Stonel" The methed-out Crispin Glover started toward Stone. "To the trailers. Now!" 


Stone slid off the stool and! swear | saw his ears slump and fold down a little. He slinked off without another 
word, stepping through a flap in the tent. 


| stood there, wondering what the hell just happened. "Hey, it's all right. He didn't „we were just joking with each 
other." 


"That little fucker's got a smart mouth. I'm gettin’ tired of it" 
| looked to Emily for an explanation, also wondering why | even cared. She wouldn't meet my stare. 


Out on the midway, | met up with David and my niece and nephew. We spent the rest of the night blowing a 
ton of money on games. At the target game, David and | went head-to-head and | beat him, earning a small 
unicorn that | gave to my niece. He beat me at the balloon darts and continued to play, trading up for a large 
stuffed shark. We cleaned up. We spent $100 but the kids -and us- had armfuls of toys to show for it. On our 
way out, | noticed the parking area full of RVs. Stone was back there somewhere, | assumed. | couldn't help 


being curious about Elf Boy. 


The following evening, a few of us returned to the carnival. After all, what else was there to do? Once they all 


went their separate ways again, | made a beeline to the oddities tent, gave the creep my $5, and stepped 
inside. 


"Well, look who's back! Hey, Jerry!" 


"Hey, Esmeralda How are you tonight?" Even as | smiled at her, my eyes were on Stone, who sat on his stool, 


looking as sullen and bored as he did last right 

"Hts a little tense in here," she laughed. "Get it? Tense?" 

| looked at her, watching her big belly jiggle with laughter. "Good one. And | can see that! 
"Don't pay him no mind, Jerry. Kids today. Am | right?" 


| gave her a good-natured smile but | didn't like seeing the boy that way. Taking a step closer to him, | said, 
"Was a bust a bingo last night" 


‘lm not going to talk to you and get in trouble again" 


"Fair enough. For the record though, | thought what you said was funny. I'm sorry you got in trouble because 


of me." 


If | hadn't been watching him so closely, | might have missed it but | was sure | saw his lip twitch and a flash 


of pink touch his cheek. 

"Okay. Well, | just wanted to apologize to you for last night. Take care, Stone." 

The kid was cute for an emo, little brat, but | wasn't going to stick around if he didn't want to talk. Or worse, 
couldn't talk for fear of getting in trouble again. Which led me to think about just what kind of asshole was 
running this carnival, anyway. Giving Emily one last smile, | turned to leave. 

"You live here?" Stone asked the second | turned my back. 

"No," | answered and then turned back around. "My family does, though. | live in LA" 

"Figures." 

"Where do you live?" 


"Here." 


"In Atoka?" 


"No. The carnival." 

| mean where are you from?" 

"Oh. Uh, really far away." 

| gave him a look. "Fine. You don't have to tell me. You have family in the carnival, too?" 
"No." 

"Where are they?" 

"Home, probably." 

"Ah." Well, this was going nowhere. 

"Is there something to do in this town besides come and stare at the freaks?" 
Emily gasped and then hissed, "Stone!" 

"Sorry," he mumbled. 

"There's not a lot to do, but | can think of a few things." | immediately cringed. 
Stone laughed in surprise. "In your dreams, old man" His eyes looked me up and down 
"That's not what | meant" It was my turn to turn red. 

He raised his eyebrows. 

| meant there's hunting -" 

"No." 

"Fishing." 

Stone wrinkled his nose. 

"Some kids like to build trucks and race them." 

He pretended to yawn. "What do you do for fun?" 


| gave it some thought while Stone picked at his fingernails. "I play with my nieces and nephew, go swimming in 


the creek at the ranch, ride my horse." 

He perked up. "You have a horse?" 

"Kid, this is Oklahoma. Everybody's got horses." 

| saw them come in for the 4H show." 

"You like horses?" 

He affected a bored, disinterested look again. "I guess." 
"Want to go check out the 4H horses?" 

"| can't leave." 

"Maybe on your break." 

"What break?" 

"You don't get to take a break?" 

"Its not like l'm busting my ass here." 

He had a point. "But you're still working. 

"If you wanna call it that.” 

"When do you get to eat?" 

"Santos will bring us dinner whenever he remembers." 
"Santos. Is that the guy out front?" 

"Yeah." 

| glanced at Emily. "You guys haven't eaten yet?" 

She shook her head. 


"That's bullshit" Part of me said don't get involved but | knew | was already involved 


"What do you want?" 


"What do you mean?" Stone asked. He slid off his stool and approached the rope that ran between us. 


"What do you want to eat? Both of you?" 

"If he catches us eating in here .” 

"You're not slaves!" | growled. What the fuck, JC? Chill out, | thought 
"You dont understand," Stone sighed. 

"Make me understand 


"Why should |?" he snapped. "Just go, old man" 


Two 


| stood there like a schmuck while Stone turned his back. 


Emily watched with what | suspected as pity in her eyes. She silently waved me over and pointed at a flap in 
the back of the tent. 


With a nod of understanding, | left the tent, taking another look at Stone, who had gone back to his stool and 
affected that brooding emo look again. 


What the hell did | think | was doing? Why did | even care about these two? | beat myself up all the way to 
the pizza truck. While | waited for the whole pie | ordered, | reasoned with myself. | cared because they were 
being treated unfairly and | was upset about it. Besides, I'd just get them dinner tonight and then be on my 
way. No big deal, 


With two cans of Coke stuffed into the side pockets of my shorts, | carried the pizza box back to the tent, 
approaching the flap that Emily pointed out. After | ducked my head in, | hissed, "Emily, Stone." 


They both turned. Emily smiled Stone kind of smiled | think 

He slid off the stool, ignoring a young family with a crying kid He came over and slipped out of the tent. 

| took a Coke out of my pocket and handed it to him. 

"You're crazy," he whispered before he went back inside. 

| peeked in and watched him give it to Emily. It was his hand resting gently on her back that really touched me. 
This kid wasn't such a little shit after all. | made sure to wipe the silly, melty smile off my face before he 
returned. 


"Thanks," he murmured, quickly giving me a smile. He lifted the lid on the pizza box while | held it. 


It hit my nose and | heard him giggle. Then it got quiet. | could tell he left so | closed the lid Okay, he's kind of 
a little shit. 


Stone came back. "She's gotta eat it quick so he doesn't catch her. Luckily, she can. She could eat this whole 
thing in like two minutes. It's pretty amazing!" He took a slice and shoved it in his mouth, biting off about half 
of it. 


"You could, too." 


He smiled and nodded. 


Balancing the box in one hand, | gave him to other can of Coke. 


He held what was left of the pizza slice between his teeth as he opened the can Stone removed the pizza in 
order to chug the Coke and then let out a loud burp. 


"Nice one." 

He giggled again. "Thanks!" 

The giggle. | had to close my eyes and turn my head since my hands were full and | couldn't cover my ears. 
Did this kid know how fucking adorable he was? | decided | better get out of there before | did or said 


something stupid. 


"Why don't you take Emily one more slice and then l'm gonna get out of here. I'll leave this back here so you 


can sneak some more 

"You're gonna go?" Stone asked while he nibbled the crust. 

"Yeah" 

"See you tomorrow?" 

| looked at him. 

He looked so earnest with his eyebrows raised. His ears wiggled when he chewed 
"| could come back" 

"Come back at lunchtime," he giggled 

With a laugh, | nodded. "Okay. What would you like?" 

"Piel Or cake. Or one of those deep-fried Twinkies with all the hot fudge” 
"Ill see what | can do. What about Miss Esmeralda?" 

‘She's not fussy" 

| set the pizza box down “All right, kid. See you tomorrow: 


"Good night. Do you need a hand getting home? Do you remember where you live?" 


"| see. More old jokes." 
He flashed me a bright smile and then ducked inside. 


Back at the ranch, | went to bed thinking about him and about Emily. The way Santos treated them made my 
blood boil. | wondered if he was mean to everyone who worked the carnival or was it just Stone and Emily 


because they were the freaks? The outcasts? 

Freaks. Stone was a beautiful young man, in my opinion. His face was sweet and he had flawless skin and pretty 
green eyes. And Emily was a warm and happy woman. They weren't freaks. They just looked different. | found 
myself drawn to them for their beauty. That's why | was determined to do something. | rolled over, onto my 
side, and closed my eyes, think about that last smile that Stone gave me. 

It was just after the carnival opened at eleven when | returned alone the following day. | told Stone I'd bring 
lunch. He asked for pie or cake or a Twinkie, but I'd make sure to bring real food, too. But first, | needed to find 


whoever was in charge of this thing. 


At the admission gate, | asked the girl who gave me my admission bracelet where the operations office was. 


She looked nervous, surprised that I'd ask such a thing, but pointed me in the right direction 

As | followed the midway to the other end of the carnival, | noticed for the first time all the people who were 
working. The game barkers and ride attendants, the food truck workers and the field people who ran supplies 
and emptied trash cans. Were they all treated as poorly as Emily and Stone? | guess | was about to find out. | 
knocked on the door of the plain, grey metal trailer marked, "Operations." 

The door opened and | was standing nose-to-nose with Santos. 

"You," he sneered. "What do you want?" 

| want to speak to your boss.” 

"Is that so? How do you know I'm not the boss?" 

| shrugged. "You have lackey written all over you." | grinned when | heard someone inside chuckle. 


"Let him in, Santos. | like him already." 


Santos stepped to the side and allowed me to enter the trailer. | found a man in a motorized wheel chair behind 


a large metal utility desk. 


He used a joystick on the chair to steer it around the desk. | realized, as he came toward me, that he was a 
dwarf. "How can | help you? Oh, are you here to ask if your band can perform?" he clapped his hands together. 
"I love that one song you do. How does it go again, Santos?" 


Santos seemed embarrassed but murmured quietly, "Somebody check my brain.’ 

"Ah." | nodded 

"Yes!" the dwarf erupted in glee. "That's it!" 

"Thanks, but | didn't come to ask to play. 

Santos moved closer to the man in the chair. "He's been spending a lot of time with the odd ones’ 
"Is that so? Do you like our freaks, Mr. Cantrell?" 


This guy was fucking weird. | studied his pasty, bloated face for a long time. "I'm here out of concern for all 
the people under your employ, Mister .." | never did get his creep's name. 


"Drumpf" 

"Drumpf?” 

"Concern, you say?" 

mo 

"What is your concern?" 

"| believe that you are not paying them adequately or giving them much needed time off" 


Drumpf laughed. "Seriously? Well, well, well, Cantrell" He paused and looked up at Santos. "Did you hear that? 
Well, well, well, Cantrell. | love it" 


This fucking guy. 

He turned to me with a sneer. "Do not concern yourself. The people in my employ are very happy. Very well. | 
am the only one that can they will work for. lm smart. They look up to me. Very smart. Very good. Good 
things. | am a genius." 


"I am concerned. You need to at least give them breaks. They need rest" 


"IIl thank you now, Mr. Cantrell. Good bye." He turned the chair around and returned behind the desk. "If you 
change your mind about playing, do try to let me know soon. | have many other big names coming. All my 


friends. Good people. You probably don't know them." 


My fists clenched. | wanted to pick this little twerp up and drop kick him. Instead, Santos was showing me the 


door. 


| picked up a couple foil-wrapped hot sandwiches, more cans of Coke, and two fried Twinkies and headed off to 
Emily and Stone. At least, | thought, Santos wouldn't be there. And now | knew who was pulling his strings. 


There was a pimply-faced teenager collecting the admission fee. He spit when he spoke and his hands were 
sweaty. | let him keep the change from the $10 bill | gave him and then | stepped inside. 


"Oh, uh, I'm not „you're not allowed to bring food in 

| gave the kid a harsh glare. 

"Uh, okay. Go, go ahead." 

There was nobody else inside. | found Emily and Stone facing each other, play a game of chess. 
"Hey, sugar!" Emily gave me that big smile of hers. 

"Hey, Esmeralda 

"Hey, old man 

‘Is that any way to greet the guy who brought you fried Twinkies?" 

‘Is he an old man? Stone shrugged. "Then yes." 

"Be nice to him," Emily scolded 

"Yeah. Be nice to me. | just had the displeasure of meeting your boss." 

"Mr. Drumpf?" Stone stopped rummaging through the bag of take-out containers | had handed him. "Why?" 
| wanted to talk to him. Santos was there, too. They're both fucking creepy." 

"You shouldn't have done that" Stone brought handed two containers to Emily. 

"Why not? This is total bullshit” 

"He'll find a way to punish us for it. He always does." 


"Then leave, Stone." 


‘Its not that simple." 


| glanced at Emily. | knew she was listening but she pretended to be focused on her food. "I don't get it. You 
could be anything you want. Why this? Why some silly charade with the ears?" 


"They're my fucking ears, Jerry. They're not fake. 
"Even so. You can do more than this." 

He glanced toward Emily. 

"Oh," | whispered 


After it was apparent the conversation was over, | stepped over the rope that separated Stone from me and 


touched his shoulder as a way of saying, "I get it.” | sat down in an extra chair and opened the third can of 


Coke. 

"You just gonna hang out with us all day?" 

"That was the plan" 

"What a loser," Stone grinned. 

"Maybe when you're done, we can take a walk or something” 
He stared at me then looked at Emily, who smiled and nodded 
"How?" 


"Threaten the pimply kid out front into covering for you," | suggested. "Or we could pay him off" Would you 
listen to yourself, JC? Jesus. | shook my head. 


"No? | thought you were rich." 
"What? | mean ..” 
"You won't have to pay him much. Twenty bucks ought to do it” 


| tried not to let either of them see the wad of cash in my wallet as | handed Pimply Kid aka Lucas a twenty 


dollar bill. In exchange, he promised to text me if Santos returned. 


"Give him another twenty," Stone told me. 


"What? Why?" 

"Because he's going to make sure Emily is taken care of while we're away.’ 

How could | argue with that? 

We slowly walked away from the tent. | could feel Stone's apprehension beside me. 
"You really care about her." 

"Someone's gotta. It's just her and me." 

"Is she your mother?" | blurted out without thinking. 

Stone laughed. "No. Maybe. Sort of, | guess." 


| noticed he was leading me away from the carnival, into the parking lot. We walked in silence between the rows 


of cars. 
"The fireworks are tonight," | said, mostly just to break the silence. 
"Yeah. | don't like them. | usually go hide in my trailer’ 

"Oh. Why don't you like them?" 

He glanced at me. “They hurt my ears" 


| would have laughed, thinking he was joking, if not for the look he gave me. "Oh. Well, we don't have to watch 
them." 


"Wee" 
| shrugged. 


"Just what do you think is happening here, Jerry?" His tone was serious, scolding even. Why did it make me 
feel a little sheepish? 


"Nothing. | just like your company.” 


"Uh-huh." Stone stopped walking. "Look, | think you're .| don't know what | think about you, but I'm not ." He 
sighed and looked away, off to the side. 


"Oh. Not into wold men" 


"No, it's not that: | mean it is, but . 

"Okay," | frowned in confusion But it didn't really matter. The kid wasn't into it, "Its cool” 
"You dont understand" 

"| do. m making you uncomfortable. tm sorry" 

"| just cant get involved with someone, Jerry" 


"I get it. You'll be leaving in a few days, anyway. I'll be going back to LA. Lets just keep things to me bringing 
you food. How's that?" 


It looked like Stone was going to argue with me. He opened his mouth and his brow knotted. Instead, he looked 


away again. 
| waited. 

He started walking. "Sounds good" 

"Where'd you say you were from, again?" 

"| didnt" 

"Oh. So, where are you from? | knew | asked him this the other night. | knew he evaded the question then, too. 
"Far away: 

"Europe? Greece?" 

He gave me a look 

"What?" 

"Is that where all the freaks are from?" 

"What? No, you just have a very European nose” 

"My nose?" His hand flew up to cover it. "What's wrong with my nose?" 


"Nothing. It just looks European to me." 


"Oh. Well, stop looking at it!" 
"Okay," | grinned. "What should | look at?" 
"Nothing!" 


"Okay, not looking anymore." 


Stone stared at me, tracking my glance. "Now, you're looking at my ears!" He quickly pulled his hair down to 


cover them. 

‘| like them. Very interesting. Do you hear better?" 

Jerry!" 

"What? Just a question" | feigned innocence. 

"Rude question" 

"Your nickname for me is ‘old man." 

"Well, you are old." 

"Well, you have big ears." 

For the first time, he laughed. Stone blushed and laughed and my heart thudded inside my ribcage. 
‘| don't hear better. It just makes them more sensitive. Louder sounds hurt more than they hurt you." 
"Ah. You know they wiggle, right?" 

"Stop!" 

"Well, they do. And | think it's fucking cute as hell" | took a chance. His deeper blush was worth it. 


He smiled and shook his head. 


We walked quietly to the edge of the field where there was a large, shady oak tree. Stone sat down against the 


trunk of the tree. | stood a couple feet away, reaching up and pulling a leaf off a low-hanging branch. The 


wheat in the field danced with the warm, summer breeze. | wasn't sure what Stone was thinking or what he 


wanted to do here. | figured the best thing would be for him to tell me. 


"le been with the carnival for a long time." 


"How long?" | decided his speaking was an invitation to join him so | sat down. 

‘Many years." 

Years, | thought. How old could he possibly be? Maybe twenty-one? "How old are you, Stone?" 
"Old," he murmured. 

| watched the side of his face. | was pretty sure he wasn't teasing me this time. "Stone? How old?" 


He turned to look at me. There was something swimming in his big, green eyes. Sadness? Loneliness? The 


aloneness | was feeling, myself, reflected back at me? "You wouldn't believe me if | told you." 

| was about to ask what that meant when a hand reached around the tree and grabbed a handful of Stone's 
hair. He let out a terrible scream as he was pulled up to his feet. He clawed at the hand but it kept a firm 
grip. | was on my feet in an instant, reaching for Stone. 

Santos stepped into view, wearing that wretched sneer. "What are you doing out here, boy?" 

Stone continued to twist and howl. 

"Stop!" | shouted at Santos. "Stop! You're hurting him. It's my fault. | asked him to go for a walk" 

Santos yanked harder. 

"| paid him! | paid him to leave the tent with me." 

The boy was now in tears, wailing in pain 

"Santos, please," | begged. "Stop, please." 


That seemed to have satisfied the creep. He released Stone. 


Stone sunk to his knees, reaching both hands under his long hair. That's when | realized Santos had a hold of 


his ear, not his hair. 
"Back to the tent. And you, Mr. Cantrell, are no longer welcome here." 
| took a step forward, reaching for Stone to help him when he held one hand up. 


"Just go. I'm okay. Just go, Jerry." 


"Yes," Santos said. "Just go Jerry. He's fine." He hooked a hand under Stone's arm and hauled him to his feet. 


They turned and started back to the carnival. Stone glanced over his shoulder at me. There was a pointed look 


in his eyes. See? he told me. And | instantly felt like shit. 


Three 


Later that night, as soon as the fireworks began, | snuck into the field where all the trailers were parked. | 
dressed in jeans and a dark shirt, tying my hair back under my straw hat. | had no idea which trailer might be 
Stone's but | was determined to find out. | just had to do it before the fireworks ended and most of the 


carnival staff returned to their trailers for the night. 


Intuition told me that Stone's trailer would be the smallest, oldest, most run-down. | found one that fit that 


description all the way in the back, on the outer perimeter of the field. How fortunate for me. 
"Stone," | hissed and rapped lightly on the door. "Stone, are you in there?" 


The door opened just a crack, just enough for me to see half of his face in the flood of yellow light from the 
bare bulb beside the door. "Go away, Jerry." 


"Let me in. | need to see if you're okay." 
"l'm fine. Please go." A pause. "I don't want them to do anything to you." 
"They can't hurt me, kid. Would they hurt Emily?" 


"No. We had a fight. She said | was stupid for listening to you." There was something about the look in his eye 


when he said it. 

| tilted my head. "She did?" 

He nodded. 

"Did you push her to say that?" 

Again, he nodded. He was protecting her. 
"Is your ear okay?" 

"Sore" 

"Can | see it?" 

He shook his head. 


"Please, Stone." 


The door closed and | heard what sounded like a lock sliding into place. With a sigh, | murmured to myself, 
"Okay, okay," and | turned to leave. 


Behind me, the door opened again. Stone whispered my name. 

When | turned back around, he opened the door wider. | quickly stepped up, into the trailer, and pulled the door 
closed. While | looked around, | took my hat off and held it in both hands in front of me. The trailer was small, 
maybe only ten feet long. And it was a mess. There were clothes everywhere. There was a bed across the 
front of the trailer, narrow and low to the floor. It was covered in raggedy blankets and a few t-shirts and 
hoodies. There was a small kitchenette, sink, stovetop, and mini-fridge in the middle, where we stood, and a 
closed, plastic accordion door in the back. | assumed that was the bathroom. There were olive green and orange 
drapes covering most of the windows and some kind of gold-speckled wallpaper on the walls of the trailer. | 


hated it all. | hated that this sweet boy was made to live in such a depressing, little space. 


Stone sat down on the bed and quickly grabbed some of his clothes and shoved them aside, making room next 
to himself for me. “Sorry, | don't .." he laughed under his breath. "I don't have company. Ever." 


‘Its okay. You don't have to apologize. This is this is a neat trailer. Thanks for letting me in" 
He gave me a look. He could tell | was patronizing him. 
| mean it. I'm glad to be here tonight, with you." 


That gorgeous flush returned to his cheek He smiled and turned to the window, pushing aside the ugly drape. 


"We can see the fireworks." 


| leaned into him to look. "I'm glad its not too loud for you here. How's your ear? Can | see it?" | turned my 


head and we were nose-to-nose. 

‘It's fine." Stone turned away. 

| moved back to my original position, looking around the RV. "Stone?" 

"Yes?" His voice was softer. 

"How old are you?" 

There was a long pause. | looked at him, made no attempt to hide the fact that | was studying him closely. The 
smooth, youthful skin and clear eyes, his dark pink lips and strong nose. His hair was long and shiny and | could 


see the golden highlights mingled with the mousy brown. 


"Twenty-one," he finally said. "I'm twenty-one." He held my gaze as he spoke. His eyes compelled me not to 


believe him. 


"| should probably go" 

"What? Why?" 

| stood up. "You're not telling me the truth” 

‘Jerry’ 

"If you're younger than that, | really need to go home and think long and hard about myself" 
He chuckled and blushed. “tm not younger. Don't worry, old man" 


| heard a faint whistle and pop and saw the night sky outside light up in a red glow for a moment and slowly 
fade. "What did you mean this afternoon when you said | wouldn't believe you?" 


"Nothing." 


Sitting back down, | made sure to put an inch or two between us. "You can tell me, Stone. I've seen a thing or 


two. Nothing you tell me is going to shock me" 
"| know. | just." 

‘Don't want to talk about it?" 

"Right. Tell me about you, instead" 


| knew he was deflecting. But | also knew | wouldn't get anywhere if | pressed him. So | decided to drop it for 


now. "What do you want to know?" 

"Why do you live in LA? What's LA?" 

| blinked. "What's LA?" | repeated. 

‘| mean what's in LA? Why, why do you live there?" 

"Well, | live there because it's easier to do my job there. | have a lot of friends there, and my cats like it 
there. The weather is nice, except lately there have been a lot of wildfires." As | spoke, | watched his face. He 
lit up when | mentioned the cats but he frowned when | told him about the fires. 


"You have cats?" 


"I do. Two of them. Do you like cats?" 


He nodded. "What are their names?" 
"Teddi and Dealer. Do you want to see pictures of them?" 
Stone nodded again, the threat of a smile twitching his lips. 


| took my phone from my pocket and pulled up a photo of the two cats sitting together on one of the outdoor 
lounge chairs. | leaned toward Stone again to show him the phone. 


He studied the photo for a long time, taking the phone out of my hand and bringing it closer to his face. "They 


look." 

"You can say weird," | laughed. 

"No! Um, not like the cats I've seen before." 

"They're an uncommon breed. They have very short fur and they don't shed. They're super smart, too." 
"Who is caring for them now, while you are here?" he asked as he handed the phone back to me. 

"A friend" 

"What about the fires?" 

"Well, right now, they aren't close to my house. | hope it stays that way." 

Stone nodded. "Me, too." His brow knotted and he tucked his hair behind his ear. He must have forgotten about 
trying to hide them from me. Or at least hide the one that Santos injured. It looked red to me. He glanced at 
me and caught me looking at it. "Oh." Stone reached for his hair. 

"Wait" | gently caught his wrist. "I'm worried that he really hurt you." 

"It's fine, | said." 

"I know what you said, kid. May | touch it?" 

"No!" He leaned away from me. 


"Stone." 


"Please, Jerry." 


"| won't hurt you." 

"| know. You just don't understand." 

"Sweetheart," | began. God, this kid was breaking my heart. "There's a lot about you | don't understand but | 
hate seeing you in pain" | brought his wrist down to rest on his thigh and then very lightly touched the large, 
pointed part of his ear. It was as warm as it was red. 

Stone shuddered slightly and closed his eyes. "Your fingers are rough. 

"Am | hurting you?" | whispered. 

"No." 

| rubbed my thumb over the inside rim. 

Stone sighed. Maybe even smiled. 

"Okay?" 

‘It's nice." 

‘I'm sorry he hurt you. He must have known .." 

"Always grabs them" 

"He does?" My fingertips gently stroked the smooth skin below the point. 

"Mm" Stone's hand twitched in his lap. His thighs parted wider. 


| realized that what | was doing, the way | was touching him was turning him on. It took every ounce of self- 


control in me to stop. | leaned away from him a bit, pulling my hand away from his ear. 
Stone blushed hard. His ear turned even redder as he mumbled some offhand apology. 
"Don't be sorry. | liked it. | just „l'm not here to take advantage of you" 

"Thank you. That would be unwise for both of us" 

| narrowed my stare at him. "You speak differently when we're alone. You sound older" 


"No, | don't." Then he scoffed like the emo brat | met in the tent would have scoffed. 


"Stone." 


He pushed himself back and swung his legs up, curling into the pillows and piles of clothes on the bed behind 


me. 

After a few moments of awkward silence, | realized the fireworks had stopped. "| should go" 
"Yes." 

"Hl see you again, Stone" 

"Okay" 


Leaning over him, | placed a hand on the window ledge above his head. My lips very lightly touched his earlobe. 
"Sweet dreams, beautiful boy." 


"Ah, fuck," Stone sighed. His eyes were closed but there was a soft, blissful smile on his lips. "Leave, old man: 


With a little laugh, | stood up and put my hat back on. "Goodnight." 


Four 


There were no fireworks to distract the rest of the carnival employees when | returned the following night. | 


kept my hat down low and walked along the perimeter of the caravan until | came to Stone's trailer. 

What kept me coming back? This was a question | continually asked myself. It had to be more than his sweet 
face and the injustices he was suffering at the hands of Santos. It had to be, because I've seen plenty of 
sweet faces in my time and | did all that | could do for him. Stone didn't want my help. | kept coming back 
because | felt drawn to the boy. | liked the way he called me "old man’. | liked the way he was slowly coming 
around and starting to trust me. | liked being around someone who didn't know and didn't care who | was. The 
anonymity and lack of preconceived notions were refreshing to me. Stone made me work for his favor and | 
welcomed it. 

"Stone," | whispered and tapped lightly on his door. 

No answer. 

"Stone?" 


| recognized his voice behind me. "Jerry?" 


| spun around to find him standing there with a bag of Cheetos and a bottle of Coke. "Late night supper from 
Santos?" 


"Midnight snack that | stole." He stepped around me and opened the trailer door. 
"Can | come in?" 
"| guess." He shrugged. 


| followed him into the trailer and closed the door, taking my hat off and sitting down on the bed again. "The 


carnival leaves in less than a week." 


"| know," Stone replied as he kicked off his sneakers and sat down on the bed, moving back against the wall and 


crossing his legs. 
"Where are you going next?" 
Stone ripped into the Cheetos and started eating them by the handful. "Don't know. Don't care." 


"Don't care? | like to know where my tour is taking me." 


"Your tour? You said you worked in LA." 

‘| do. Mostly." 

He gave me a look over the bottle of soda that he guzzled. Then he let out a loud burp. 
"| play music in a rock band." 

"Oh." He made a face. 

| laughed. "What? Don't like rock? What kind of music do you like?" 

| don't know." 

"Country? You don't strike me as a country music fan" 

| don't listen to your music." 

| didn't tell you the name of my band." 

"I mean the music here, on ea-" He stopped talking and shoved more Cheetos in his mouth. 
"Here? In Oklahoma?" 

Stone nodded. 

"That's country. Some of its not so bad" 

| used to play an instrument" 

"Really? Which one?" | smiled and reached into the Cheetos bag. 

"Hey!" He tried to pull it away but not before | grabbed a few. 

"Which instrument?" 

"Pan flute. Can you play it?" 

| stopped with a Cheeto halfway to my mouth. "The pan flute." | started to laugh. 


Stone gave me a level stare. Either he was serious or really good at bluffing. That was a talent | hadn't seen 


from him yet. "Bet you can't play it" 


"You're right. | can't." 

"What do you play?" 

"Guitar." 

"Hm." He was completely unimpressed. | loved it. 
"Do you have a pan flute? Show me how you play." 
"Did you bring a guitar?" 

"| can. I'll bring one tomorrow." 


He did that adorable thing where he drops his gaze and blushes while he shakes his head. "You're insane, old 


man. 
"Maybe." 

His expression softened and he stole a glance at me. "I l'm glad you came to see me, though.’ 
"Are you?" 

His blush deepened. "Yes." 

"That's nice. Thank you." 


We sat quietly for a few moments. He continued to munch away on the Cheetos. | swept some Cheeto dust off 


my Jeans. 
"How's Emily? Does she know that | come to see you at night?" 
"She's okay. No, | didn't tell her. Better than way. For her." 


| nodded. | understood what he meant. "Well, if you decide to tell her, please also tell her that | asked about 
her. | like her." 


"Do you?" He grinned and took another drink of Coke. 
| waited until after the burp to reply. "Yes. She's lovely and you know it" 


"But," Stone began and leaned toward me. "Do you like her the way that you like me?" 


| leaned toward him and mirrored his little smirk "Am | in her trailer right now?" 
"Perhaps you go to see her after you leave me." 

"| don't" | bumped his shoulder. "Would you be jealous if | did?" 

"No!" More blushing. 

"That's good. Jealousy is ugly on people. Cute on dogs. Ugly on people." 

‘Is it cute on elves?" 

With a smile, | studied his face. "It's not bad." 

‘lm not jealous," he insisted. "Why would | be?" 

| shrugged and replied, "| don't know. | might be a little jealous if you have other old men visiting you." 
"| do. Tons. At least seven or eight a night" 

“That doesn't surprise me." 

"But does it make you jealous, Jerry?" 

‘Oh, yeah. Very." 


"Good" Stone grinned wider. He put the Coke bottle and Cheetos bag aside, on the windowsill, and then curled up 
against his pillow. 


"Shall | go. 
"Mm. You'd better, before the next one gets here.” 

"Maybe Ill just wait until he does. 

‘Suit yourself" 

| stood up and pushed some clothes aside, finding a thin blanket and pulling it up to his shoulder. 
"You don't have to do this, you know’ 


"| want to." 


‘Im leaving, Jerry. What's the point?" 
"The point is that | care about you. I'm sad that you seem so sad and hurt and lonely.’ 


‘| miss my home," he whispered. There was pain in his voice and | couldn't be sure if it was the pain of 


loneliness or of divulging a difficult secret. 


| sat down on the edge of the little bed and very lightly pet his hair. "Tell me more about your home. Maybe | 
can help you get back there." 


"You can't Its very far away. And l'm not allowed to go back, anyway,” 
"Why not?" 

"Hts complicated’ 

"You can tell me 

He sighed. "I believe | can But I'd rather not" 


| continued to pet his hair for a few moments, watching as his face relaxed and his eyes closed. "I'll go now," | 


whispered. 

"You don't have to.” 

"Do you want me to stay?" 

"Yes, please stay." 

After | slid my sneakers off, | slowly shifted to lie down with him. At first, | made sure to stay on the edge of 
the small bed. It was uncomfortable, keeping myself perched there, but | wanted to make sure Stone was okay 


with this. | didn't want to freak him out. 


He rolled over to face me and | held my breath, trying to gauge his reaction by the expression on his face. He 
smiled and dropped his gaze. "You look like you're going to fall off” 


"| may." 
"You can move closer. | won't let you bite me" 


| laughed at his twist of the phrase. "I believe you." Very slowly, | moved closer to him until our noses were 


centimeters apart. 


He closed his eyes and | took it as a sign of trust. His face was so soft and sweet. Stone's skin was smooth and 
had a light olive tone. His eyelashes were thick and long and feathered the apples of his cheeks when he closed 
his eyes. | studied the gentle waves of golden brown hair against the dingy white pillow. And then my eyes 
settled on his lips, dark pink and plump and god, | bet they tasted as sweet as they looked. 


| can feel you staring at me." 
"Not staring. Admiring." 


Stone's cheeks flushed and | melted. 


Lightly, | used a fingertip to push a lock of his hair behind his ear. | let my index finger trace the upper ridge 
of the point. 


He smiled and let out a soft hum. 

My thumb moved to the flat, soft part beneath the point. | slowly rubbed up and down 

Stone hummed and purred, "You have no idea what that feels like." 

"| think | do." 

He opened his eyes and stared at me for a moment. "Close your eyes, Jerry." 

| continued to lightly caress him as | closed my eyes. There were things happening to my body that | wanted 
to ignore for now. Earning Stone's trust was much more important. If he needed me to stop watching him, then 
| would do that so that he could enjoy this more. | felt his warm breath just before his whisper-soft lips 
touched mine. Every nerve in my body told me to open my eyes, shocked that he would make this move. But | 


fought the urge to do that and willed myself to hold still for Stone. My fingers stopped touching his ear and | 
held my breath. 


"Kiss me back, old man," he murmured against my lips. 

"I thought you'd never ask" And | moved my hand to the back of his head. My tongue touched his bottom lip, 
swiping across it before gently pushing into his mouth. | tasted Cheetos and Coke on his tongue but | didn't 
care. This perfect, sweet boy was kissing me. And | was surprised to learn that he knew what he was doing, 


too. Fingertips stroked my beard as his tongue moved with mine. 


A little noise made deep in his throat sent a ripple of electricity straight into my groin. | broke the kiss and 


groaned, giving his hair a reassuring pet. 


"You should go now, old man, before the next guy gets here.” 


"Do you kiss them all like that?" 

"Uh-huh." 

"At least you're getting a lot of practice." 

"Who says | need practice?" 

‘It never hurts to practice. Here, let's try some more." | gave him a quick kiss. 


Stone giggled and gently pushed me away, turning his face into the pillow. | took the opportunity to kiss his ear. 
He visibly shuddered and | heard his muffled groan 


"Christ," | whispered My hand trailed down his back, pushing the blanket down. 
"Jerry," he sighed. 


"Sweet boy," | answered him in a raspy voice. | was getting drunk on this boy. My head swam and my heart 


raced. All my blood was pumping to one specific place. 

Stone finally took a breath and shifted, moving just an inch or two away from me. "I'm sorry." 
"It's okay." | sat up, taking my own deep breath. "Ill go." 

He nodded as he sat up and smoothed his hair back. 

| glanced at him as | pulled my sneakers on. He was watching me with a curious look on his face. "You okay?" 
He nodded. "I'm okay. Just surprised." 

"Surprised?" 

Another nod, 

"Okay. Good surprised?" 

With a little blush, Stone nodded again and hid his face in his shoulder. "Yes." 

"Good. Can | come back tomorrow night?" 

"Yog" 


"Sweet dreams, Stone." 


"Goodnight, old man." 


Walking back to the truck, | rubbed my face with my hands and sighed. This boy definitely had a hold of me. 


Five 


My phone chirping woke me up around eight the next morning. "Hey, bro. Did you hear what happened last 
night at the carnival?" my brother texted me. 


"No," | replied, starting to feeling a little anxious. "What happened?" 
"The fat lady had a heart attack or something. An ambulance took her out at like one am." 


| didn't even reply. | threw on some clothes and hurried over there. It didn't matter what Santos and Drumpf 
said about banning me. | had to find Stone. He wasn't in his trailer or in the tent. 


"Where's Stone?" | asked the pimply kid 

"We're not open How'd you get in here?" 

| snarled at him. | was not in the mood to be messed with 

"Okay! Last | saw him, he was heading for the 4H barn" 

The horses! Of course 

| found him alone in the barn, standing in front of a horse stall, "Stone?" 
"Go away, Jerry’ 

"| want to take you to see Emily’ 

"| don't want to see her. Besides, | can't leave. 


| stepped in beside him. In the stall was a pretty, white horse with a braided mane and big, blue eyes. He 
regarded Stone with a certain understanding in his eyes. Stone stared back at the horse. 


"You have to go. She's your friend and she needs you" 
"You go. 

"| will. With you. Im not leaving without you" 

ER 


"Fuck Drumpf!" 


"Jerry" His voice was low and there was a graveness in his tone. "If | leave with you now, | will never return" 
"Good!" 

"But you don't understand." 

"Make me." 

Stone sighed and raked his fingers through his hair before he turned to look at me. "This is all | know." 

"So you'll learn something else. Stone, you're a smart young man. You can do anything you want" 

He looked at the horse again. "His name is Embarr." 


It took me a moment to catch up with the sudden change of subject. | looked around for a plaque or a name 


tag but | didn't see one. "How do you know his name?" 
"He told me," Stone replied so matter-of-factly 

| laughed. "Did he? He's a talking horse?" 

"No." He looked at me as if the suggestion was preposterous. A talking horse, indeed, 
"Come on, Stone. | know she'd want to see you. She must be scared" 

"That's not fair” 

"| know. But it's the truth.” 


He looked at the horse again. The horse looked at him. They seemed to be communicating and | wouldn't believe 


it if | didn't see with my own eyes. 

"Okay." 

| knew that was directed toward the horse and not me. 

Stone turned to me. "Ill go. But | need some things from my trailer first" 

"Some things" turned out to be everything. All of the clothes that were scattered around were stuffed into 


garbage bags, along with a couple of books, some old magazines, a stuffed teddy bear from the game prizes, a 
small, brown leather pouch that felt like it held marbles, and a pan flute. 


"Okay, I'm ready." 


| was concerned about how | was going to get Stone to my car without running into Santos or Drumpf or 
anyone who would narc on us. But | wasn't going to back down. Now that I'd gotten him to agree to go, | didn't 
want anything to change his mind. With one garbage bag over my shoulder, | took him by his upper arm. To 
my surprise, Stone looked up at me with a nervous expression but there was trust in his eyes. Hope, even | 


smiled and nodded. 

We made our way through the camp of trailers, ignoring the curious looks we were getting. | was wondering 
which of them would tell Santos. "Hold on" | stopped and reaching into my pocket and pulled out a small roll of 
cash. Handing it to Stone, | told him, "Throw it up in the air, then lets make a run for it" 

He gave me a strange look as he took the bills and threw them as high as he could. 

When people starting running toward us, we took off. We entered the carnival grounds, rand down the midway 
with the exit in sight. | could hear yelling behind us and | could see more people giving us strange, startled 


looks. But it wasn't until Santos stepped into view in front of the exit that | skidded to a stop, yanking Stone 
back with me. 


"Going somewhere, freak?" His eyes narrowed, 
| want to see Emily." Stone whimpered beside me. 


| moved my hand to his shoulder, gently squeezing and trying to urge him back, behind me. "I'm taking the boy 
to see his friend." 


Santos' eyes traveled over Stone, to me, and then to the bag over my shoulder. "I see." 


| hoped this didn't turn physical but | was sure | could take scrawny Crispin Glover if | had to. | just didn't 


know what other kind of problems that would make for us. 
"Jerry," Stone murmured, moving his free hand to my arm. 


"Is okay, baby," | answered him softly. Turning back to Santos, | took a step forward. It was a shit plan, but it 
was the best | could do. | put the garbage bag down and took my phone out of my pocket. Setting it on video, | 
began to record Santos. "We're leaving and you're not fucking stopping us or lIl have this whole operation shut 


down real fucking fast. Tell Drumpf that and tell him not to bother Emily." | handed the phone to Stone. "Keep it 
pointed at him" Then | picked up the bag again and started for the exit. 


Stone held the phone, keeping it pointed at Santos. He turned and walked backward, trusting me to guide him. 
Right after we passed the exit gate, he giggled and gave Santos his middle finger. 


At the truck, | unlocked the passenger door and helped him in and then threw his bags in the back When | 


climbed in behind the wheel, Stone handed the phone back to me. 
"Okay?" 

He nodded, but he was pale and his eyes were wide. 

"You're never going back." 

"| know, but where am | going?" 

"Wherever you want." 

"I want to go home." 

"Then I'll take you." | started the engine and shifted the truck into drive. 
‘| already told you, Jerry. You can't" 

"| know what you said." 


Stone remained quiet on the drive to the hospital. When | parked, he peered out the window, looking up at the 


building. "I've never been in a hospital before." 
"Never?" | unbuckled the seatbelt and opened the door. 
Stone shook his head. 

"Come on. Let's go see Emily." 

‘lm scared." 

"| know. I'll be right there with you." 

"Will she die?" 

"| don't think so. Come on, Stone." 


He sighed and slowly slid out of the truck. He clung to me as we walked inside. At the information desk, | swear 


he tried to hide behind me. 


"Hello," | smiled at the old woman manning the desk. "We're here to see our friend, Emily .." | realized | didn't 


know her last name. Or Stone's, for that matter. "Stone, what's Emily's last name?" 


"Last name?" 

"Yeah." 

"What's that?" 

| gave him a look Stop messing around. "Her surname." 
"|..." He looked lost, too. 

"You don't know?" 

Stone shook his head. 


"That's okay." | looked at the woman again, giving her my best smile. "This boy works with Emily at the 


carnival. She was brought here early this morning by ambulance." 

"Oh, yes. | see. Sign in, please." She pushed a guest ledger toward me. 

| signed with one of the names | used on the road, Curtis Warfield. | gave Stone one of Layne's old names, 
Andrew Jackson Anyone with half a brain would figure out that the only people visiting Emily would be Stone 
and me but if it bought us time or got someone off our trail, all the better. 

Upstairs, we found Emily sleeping in her bed. Stone was still clinging to me. 

"It's okay, kid." 

"Is she dead," he whispered. 

"No, just asleep." 

He slowly pulled away from me and stepped closer. He put his hand on top of hers. "Emily? Esmee?" 

She slept on. 

| stepped behind him and put my hands on his shoulders. 

"She can't go back if I'm not there." 


"Then we won't let them take her back" 


"How, Jerry?" 


"| don't know yet, but I'll figure it out” 
He shook his head. "You've done too much already." 


| didn't want to argue with him there, beside her bed, so | just squeezed his shoulders. He leaned back against 
me and | kissed his temple. "She's safe now and we can't stay for long. | need to get you back to the ranch." 


As we turned to leave the room, | heard, "Hey, sugar" in a low, raspy voice. 

Stone spun around. "Esmee!" He threw himself at her, hugging her around her neck. "What happened to you?" 
‘Careful, Stone," she gently chided him as she tried to move her tubes and wires out of his way. She looked 
up, past Stone and directly into my eyes. There was a look there, something in her eyes imploring me, pleading 
with me for something. "I'm glad you came to see me, Stoney. How'd you leave the carnie?" 

Stone stood up and looked at me before he turned back to Emily with a little grin. "Jerry came and got me." 
"That was real nice of him, don't you think?" 

"Yeah. But | can't go back now. Jerry threatened Santos." 

"Good for him. You know he's got it coming." 


"I know. We're gonna go to his ranch until you get better. Then we'll come and get you." 


"That'll be nice. | can't wait." She shot me a quick look. "Stoney, you make sure to behave now. Be smart. Listen 


to Jerry. Esmeralda won't be around to look after you." 

| slid my arm around his shoulders. "I'll look out for him." 

Emily sighed. "I know you will, sugar. | know." 

| held my breath when she closed her eyes. | felt Stone lean against my side. 
"Okay, Esmee's tired now, loves. Come back tomorrow," she murmured. 


Stone hugged her again. | took her hand. She squeezed mine but didn't open her eyes or say anything else. 


Six 


At the ranch, | carried Stone's bags up to the spare bedroom next to mine. "You can sleep in here. There's a 


bathroom across the hall. My room is right next door if you need, uh, need anything." 


"Thanks." Stone went to the window, ignoring the king-sized bed and large, flat-screen on the wall. "Can | see 
your horses?" 


"OF course.” 

"What about your family?" He continued to lock out the window, toward the barn 
"You want to meet them?" 

"Well, no, | mean „won't they want to know why you brought me here?" 

"Yeah. I'll explain it to them, but you don't need to worry about that, okay?" 

He nodded 

"Are you hungry? You want to take a shower or something?" 

Stone finally turned around. "Do | need to?" 

With a little laugh, | replied, "It wouldnt hurt" | watched his cheeks flush and, damn, he was adorable. 
"Okay," he murmured quietly. 

"We can put your clothes in the washer, too" 

"Washer?" 

"Yeah. You know, the laundry?" 

"Oh! Yeah. The laundry." But the confused expression remained 

"You do know what a washer and dryer are, don't you?" 

"OF course!" 


"Come on. I'll show you." | reached for one of the trash bags full of clothes. 


"No, it's okay. Some other time." 

| scowled at him. "What's wrong?" 

"Nothing." 

| crossed the room toward where he stood by the window. "Stone .." 

"Let's go see your horses." He dodged me and went to the door. 

"All right." There was no use pushing him. Besides, a shower and laundry could wait until later. 


He was nervous. | had to remind myself of all he'd gone through that day. Well, since | met him, really. It 


dawned on me that I'd tipped Stone's world upside down just the same as he was doing to me. 


"Hey," | began as | joined him by the door. "Would you rather | left you alone for a while. You can stay in here, 


have some peace and quiet. Maybe take a nap if you want 

"Thank you, but it's okay. bm just not used to someone being so rice." He smiled. "Especially here, on earth" 
"Huh?" 

His face went white. His eyes widened. He gave me a nervous laugh. "Just kidding. Where are the horses” 


As | followed him down the steps, | thought about all of this. His ears, his minimal knowledge of geography, of 
music, his defensiveness, his conversation with the horse, the pan flute. | mean the pan flute? 


He stopped at the bottom of the staircase and looked up at me. "Which way?" 


"Come on, kid" | led him through the house to the kitchen and out the back door. We crossed the yard to the 


barn, where we met up with Pop and David. Great. 
"Oh!" Stone clutched my arm and moved behind me. 


‘Its okay," | whispered. Then addressed Pop and my brother, who were now staring at us. "Pop, bro, this is 


Stone. Stone, this is my father and my brother." 
They came closer. 
"He used to work at the carnival." 


"Used to?" Pop raised an eyebrow. 


"He quit this morning.” 

"I did?" Stone slowly returned to my side but didn't let go of my arm. 
"Well, yeah. That's what „what did you think never coming back meant?" 
"Oh. Yeah. Right" 

"Always did love to bring home strays," Pop mumbled under his breath. 
"Pop" 


"Nah, it's okay. Its fine, boy. Your friends are always welcome." Pop smiled at Stone. "Nice to meet ya, kid. You 


know how to tag a steer?" 

Stone was clinging to me now. He looked at me in confusion. "Tag a steer?" 
"No, Pop. He doesn't.” 

"Well, we'll find a use for him. Don't worry." 

David snickered. "| bet Jer already has." 

"Fuck off" | started to turn Stone toward the horse stalls. 

"What does he mean?" 

"Nothing. Come on, meet my horse." 


In stall number three, my horse was a large, tan American Quarter Horse named Deuce. He gazed at me with 


curious, watchful eyes and ears pricked. 
"Deuce, this is Stone. Stone, meet Deuce." 


Stone stepped out from behind me again, gasping and grinning in surprise as he reached for Deuce's muzzle. 


"He's beautifull" 


| opened my mouth to reply to Stone but | could tell already that he was having some sort of conversation 


with my horse. 
While | saddled the Deuce, Stone sat on a bale of hay and watched. "He says you make that too tight" 


"What?" | glanced at him while | buckled the girth. 


"You do it too tight. It hurts him" 
"Oh, really?" | played along. "Deuce, is this too tight?" 

"He said yes" Stone came forward and rubbed the horse's nose. "Don't worry’ 

| humored him and loosened the strap one notch. "Better?" 

Stone smiled and nodded 

"Good" | handed him the reins. "Want to ride him?" 

He took them from me but locked at me with his mouth hanging open. "But „but | dont know how" 
"Hl show you" 


He gazed at the horse for a moment and then said to me, "He says | can if | promise to give him treats when 


we return" 
| laughed and playfully gave Deuce a look. "Yeah, that sounds like him. Come on, let me help you up." 


Stone stepped closer to me, too close. We stared at each other for a moment. | wanted to wrap him up in my 


arms and kiss him the way he let me the night before. "l, uh, | didn't thank you for what you did today." 


"You don't have to," | replied, taking a lock of his hair and gently tucking it behind his ear, resisting the urge to 
stroke it with my fingers. 


"Why do you .2" 
"Why do | want?” 

A look of pure wonder emerged on his face. "You're attracted to me. You like mel" 
no 

"But ." He frowned as if he couldn't grasp the idea 

| kept quiet. Watching him work this out touched me in a way | didn't expect 


Stone's frown softened and his cheeks turned pink He dropped his gaze and then turned to look at Deuce's 
saddle. 


"Shall we ride?" 
"Yes, please," he murmured and then quickly turned back to me and gave me a quick kiss. 


After | helped him up, onto Deuce, | saddled one of Pop's horses, a chestnut Quarter Horse named Minty. She 


was a good, old girl who was very easy to manage. 

"Hold the reins loosely and sit up straight. Just let him take a walk. He knows his way." 
"Knows his way where?" 

"Around." 

We rode side-by-side, taking a slow, easy walk on the trail down to the creek. 

"Hey, Stone?" 

"Yog?" 

"Were you putting me on back there?" 

"Putting you on about what?" 

"Well, the horses. Deuce and the one at the 4H barn" 

"Embarr" 

"What?" 

"His name is Embarr." 

"Okay. You were kidding me about talking to them, right?" 

"No." Just like that. No. No further explanation, just a simple no. And | knew he wasn't playing with me. 
"So, how do you talk to animals?" 

"Not all animals." | noticed he didn't answer the question. 

"Okay. Which ones? And how?" 


"Horses, deer, goats, uh oh, once, there was a pig." 


"You talked to a pig?" 

"Yeah" 

"What did it say?" 

"She asked me to open her cage and set her free." 

"Did you?" 

He glanced at me and his lips curled in a slow grin "Yeah." 

"Of course." 

"| couldn't just let her be trapped. She was unhappy. 

"| know what you mean." 

In the evening, Stone finally got that shower. | showed him how to control the water's temperature and gave 
him fresh towels from the closet. "Take your time," | told him and then closed the door, leaving him to have 


some time alone. While he was in the shower, | took his laundry to the machines. 


"What are you doing, boy?" Pop appeared while | was attempting to sort the kid's clothes, putting aside the pan 
flute and the bag of marbles. 


"Gonna wash his clothes for him’ 

"| mean with the kid. You don't even know him 

"He's okay" 

"| know he's okay to stay here, with you. But that aint what | mean" 
"What do you mean?" 

"You know damn well what | mean, boy 

"Im just helping him leave the carnival" 

"Sure, son Just be careful there" 


"Yes, Pop." 


"And if he steals anything, your ass is grass." 

"And you're the lawnmower?" | snickered. 

He just gave me a look. 

"Okay!" | rolled my eyes. "l'm fifty-three damn years old," | mumbled under my breath. 

Stone was in the shower for a long time. | didnt want it to seem like | was hovering so | sat in my room, 
absently flipping through the TV channels, when | heard the bathroom door open and a second later, the 


bedroom door close. Okay, then. Going straight to sleep, | guess. 


Sometime in the middle of the night, | was jolted awake by a loud clap of thunder followed by a bolt of lightning 
filling the room with white light. My door opened and | heard, "Jerry?" 


"Yeah, sweetheart. What's wrong?" 
"Its so loud," he whined. 


"Come here." | folded back the sheets. 


Stone crossed the room and climbed into bed with me. He curled up against my chest and | pulled the sheets 


up, around him. "It hurts." 
"I know, baby," | murmured in his ear while | wrapped my arms around him. "Let me hold you." 


He snuggled in deeper and his arm came across my hip, his hand resting flat against my bare back. 
Another clap of thunder rattled the house and Stone whimpered. 


"Shh," | cooed softly. "It'll be over soon" 


When the thunder rumbled again, | slid one hand over his ear. Every time it struck, he tensed and whined. | 


held him close and gently stroked his hair. 


Eventually, the storm passed. Stone's body relaxed and his breathing grew heavy and even, his warm breath 
hitting my chest. | knew he had dozed off so | continued to pet his hair, losing myself in its silky smoothness 
and the clean scent of my shampoo. | closed my eyes and let the rhythm of his breathing lull me back to 


sleep. 


In the morning, instead of a thunderstorm, | was awakened by something a lot better. A soft, warm pair of lips 
were working their way up my chest. | smiled and hummed, squeezing him gently. "Sweet boy." 


The lips paused and Stone shifted in my arms. "Go back to sleep, old man" 


"Can't. You've awakened the beast." 

"I better stop, then" 

"Don't you dare!" 

He giggled and went back to kissing me, moving now to my neck." 

"God," | sighed. 

"They have nothing to do with it" 

One eye popped open. "They?" 

Stone replied with a soft affirmative noise. 

| rolled us both so that Stone was on his back and | was halfway on top of him. "Who's they?" 


"Gods," he answered plainly while his bare arms snaked around my neck. He was positively intoxicating for all 


his mysteriousness. 

"More than one?" 

He nodded 

| narrowed my gaze at him, knotting my brow. "Where are you from, Stone?" 

"Why do you want to know that so badly?" 

"Because you're -" 

"What? What am |?" His tone had changed. He sounded as if he was challenging me. 

| don't know. You're unlike anyone I've ever met before. And I've known a lot of people." 


Stone wrapped a lock of my hair around his fingers. He watched them for a moment before meeting my stare 


again "Give me time, Jerry. Please. | haven't told anyone since I've been here." 
"Here?" 


"Earth" He dropped his gaze to his fingers again. "| have a secret." He dropped his voice to a whisper as his 


eyes found mine again "You wouldn't believe me." 


| touched his cheek with my fingertips. "When you're ready, Store, I'll listen to anything you want to tell me." 
"You're unlike anyone I've ever met, too." His smile was soft, shy even 

My heart melted. | had to kiss him, wrap him up in my arms and protect him. "Sweet boy," | whispered as | 
slid an arm under him and pulled him against my chest. | kissed his lips while my free hand went to his ear, 
gently rubbing it with my thumb. 

He moaned into the kiss and clutched me tighter. | responded by sliding my knee between his bare legs. 
"Jerry!" Pop banged on my door. "That kid is gone!" 

Stone pulled away, giggling quietly. "Tell him ‘that kid' is in your bed." 


With a smirk, | called out, "I know, Pop. He's in here, with me." 


There was dead silence for a long moment and then, "Well, hurry up. The storm did a lotta damage we gotta 


clean up." 
"Yes, sir," | groaned and flopped over on my back. 


Stone giggled some more. "We have to go see Emily, too." 


Seven 


We stood side-by-side next to the empty hospital bed. They didn't know to call me. Stone stared down at it. | 
couldn't read his expression. His brow was knotted and his lips were pressed in a thin line, but there was 
something swimming in his eyes. Something that made them look like they were on fire. 

The doctors told us that Emily's heart stopped last night and they were unable to restart it. 

Stone moved his hand away when | tried to take it. He balled both hands into fists. 

"Stone." 

"The storm," he hissed. 

| slid my arm around his shoulders but he twisted out of my grasp. Last week, | never would have believed it. 
But now, | had to admit that there was a distinct possibility that Emily's death had caused the storm. She was 
magical. Stone was magical, and | was certainly falling under his spell. Right now, though, Stone was angry. 

"She has gone to Aman," he concluded and, just like that, he turned on his heel and strode out of the room. 
"Aman?" | asked as | hurried to catch up with him. 

"Yes. You would call it heaven, | guess." He jabbed at the elevator call button. 

"Why don't you call it heaven?" 

"| don't believe in your heaven and hell." 

"I see. What do you believe in?" 

"Aman, The undying land." 

| sighed and rubbed my hands over my face. | was getting tired of the way he talked in circles and avoided 
answering questions. For now, though, | bit my tongue. He had made it clear in the past that it was useless to 
question him further. Useless to press, to urge, to beg and plead for explanations that made any sense. | knew 


| wouldn't get clear answers from Stone until he was prepared to give them. 


Stone remained quiet until we were almost back to the ranch. He'd been looking out the window, appearing lost 


in his thoughts, until | heard him say my name in a small voice. 


"Yeah?" 


"Do you think its our fault?" 

"Our fault?" 

"Yeah" 

"What?" 

"That she died?" 

"What? Nol" 

"| mean, maybe it's my fault. She knew | .| never liked anyone but her 
"You think she was sad that you liked me?" 

"Maybe 

"| don't! 

He turned and glared at me. "How can you say that?" 


"Because," | began gently. | decided to pull the truck over to the side of the road. "Emily loved you, Stone. Like 


you were her son. She wanted you to be happy. She wanted someone to look after you. 

As | spoke, he started to fidget in the seat and sniffle, turning away from me again 

| went on, "She didn't want you to spend the rest of your life with Santos and Drumpf treating you so 
horribly" | heard a small, choking sob from behind the curtain of his hair. | unbuckled my seatbelt and leaned 
toward him, pulling him into a hug. "She loves you, sweetheart. She wants you to be happy’ 

"She was a nice lady" 

"She was a wonderful lady and Ill never forget her," | whispered as | petted his hair. 

"What will | do now?" 

"Sweet boy, you can do anything you want’ 


He pulled back and looked down, again his hair hid his face from me. "Its time for me to go home." 


"Where's home?" | asked for what seemed like the hundredth time as | tucked his hair behind his ear. 


Those mossy green eyes lifted and gazed at me for a long time. | could see in them that the anger from 
earlier had dissolved into something softer. 


He replied in a whispery voice, "Calserine Luna" 

| wasn't sure | heard him right. "Sorry? Where's that?" 
"Calserine Luna," he repeated a bit louder. 

"That's the name of your hometown?" 

He frowned and looked down again. "Um, no. Yes. Kind of." 
"Okay, where is it?" 

He seemed disappointed but | didn't know why. 

"Stone, I'm sorry. | don't know where that is." 

‘It's a long way from here." 

"In Europe?" 

"No." His brow knotted again and he started to reach for my hand. 


| looked down and waited. There was more he wanted to tell me but | wasn't sure he'd get it out. But now that 
he'd started, | wasn't going to do anything to scare him. 


‘Jerry, um, my ears they're not „it's not a birth defect or something. Everyone has ears like mine." 
| glanced at him. "In Calserine Luna?" 

He nodded. 

"Where is it?" 

"Not „not here." He turned and looked out the windshield. 

| followed his glance. "Not here ..on Earth?" 

Stone nodded again. 


| repeated it, trying to wrap my head around it, knowing full well that he meant it. "Not here on Earth." 


He looked at me, those big, beautiful eyes full of sadness and a touch of pink coloring his cheeks. 
"But then how?" 

"Much easier than you think" 

"Okay," | sighed. "Tell me everything. Start at the beginning." 

"No," Stone replied, placing his hand on mine. "Let's go home first." 

| looked down at his hand and then back up, into his eyes. "Home. Okay." 


It was only five more minutes to the ranch but it felt like an hour. My mind was racing. An elf from another 


world. Stone was an elf. Not human. Alone in a world he didn't know. How did this happen? 


At the ranch, he didn't want to go inside. He wanted to go straight to the barn. | followed Stone to Deuce's stall 


and watched him pet the horse's muzzle and neck 

"He says he's sorry to hear about Esmee 

| didn't know how to respond. | began to wonder if Stone needed to see a doctor, himself. | believed that he 
believed these things to be true and there were certain things that seemed unexplainable, but an elf from 
another world? 

Quietly, without looking at me, Stone spoke some more. "Calserine Luna means diamond of the moon" 

"Hts beautiful’ 

"Hts a lot like Earth, but smaller.” 

"Ah" 

"And much, much older" 

"| see. How old are you, Stone?" 

He finally drew his hands away from the horse and turned to me. "I lied to you before.” 


And suddenly, my heart was in my throat. | tried to swallow it down. "You're not twenty-one?" 


"No, | mean about riding horses." 


| glanced at Deuce. | had no idea what he was talking about. The blood was pounding in my ears and | felt the 
skin on the back of my neck prickle. He lied about his age. He was just a kid. "What?" 


"| know how to ride. We had horses on Calserine Luna Lots of them’ 

"Uh „oh okay." | reached for the stalls gate to steady myself and closed my eyes. 

"I'm four hundred and nineteen" 

| almost choked on my surprised laughter. "What?" 

"Four hundred and nineteen," he paused and | opened my eyes. "But | don't know if time works the same here 
"How long have you been here?" 

"By the way you measure time, twenty years." 


"Twenty years!? How „but how? Didn't Emily or Santos or anyone realize that you weren't aging? | mean, you 


haven't, right?" 

"I have. My hair is longer.” 

| rubbed my hands over my face. "Okay. How did you get here?" 

‘| was sent here by an evil sorcerer." 

"Why?" | ignored my impulse to scoff or even ask how an evil sorcerer exists. 

He picked up a brush and started to run it over Deuce's sleek coat. "| was in love," he spoke to the horse. 
"There was a beautiful elf named Andy. He had long, golden hair and the sweetest smile. He was always so 
much fun to be with. He always made me laugh. But his father was from a neighboring land and my father, 
the King -" 

"Your father is the king of Calserine Luna?" 

"Was." 


‘Oh. I'm sorry. Go on" 


"Andy's father had my whole family killed. He wanted to rule Calserine Luna, too. Andy begged him to spare me. 


So | was sent here instead." 


"And Andy?" 


"Imprisoned." 

"Where?" 

"Teampall an Mhadra" 

"Where is that?" 

"Vashon Island." 

"| see." 

His hand stilled and he looked at me. "You don't believe me." 

"| want to. It's just all very .." 

"Strange." 

"Yes! Strange." | looked down at my hands and then lifted my head and looked around the barn. "Stone, imagine if 
| had met you in Calserine Luna and | told you that my parents had me when they were just kids, themselves. 
And then my father went to war, but he came home and the war did things to his brain He hurt my mother 
and me and David. So my parents divorced. | didn't see my father for years. Not until | wrote a song about 
what the war did to him. But in the meantime, my mother became ill and died. | became famous for my music 
and | made a lot of money but | started drinking and taking drugs and my bandmates died from taking drugs. 
And now, | .." | slowed down and took a breath as some hard truths clicked into place in my head. "I spend a lot 
of time alone because everyone | love is damaged and it's hard to ..” 

Stone put the brush down and came toward me. "Hard to fix them?" 

| nodded and turned my head, quickly swiping at my watery eyes. 

"You don't have to fix someone in order for them to love you," Stone said as he put his hand over mine again. 
"What do you know?" | sniffled and gave him a weak smile. "You're just a kid" 

‘lm older than you, old man" His smile was soft and there was a deep look of tenderness in his eyes. 

A light shiver rolled through my body and | tried to ignore it for now. "How old would | be in Calserine Luna?" 


"| don't know. | don't think it works like that." 


"How old would you be if you were human?" 


"I think | only appear to be a young human man 
"So you're saying you'd be much older than you appear?" 


"Yes. | am much older than | appear." The tender look in his eyes clouded with sadness. Or maybe he was 


imploring me to believe him. 


| slipped away from him for a moment to get a few carrots for Deuce or maybe just to give me a minute to 
think. When | returned to the stall, | held the carrots out to Stone. He took them and his fingers touched mine. 


Our eyes met. Neither one of us had to say it. The confessions were over for now. 


Eight 


In the evening, after supper, Stone stood up before anyone else and started to clear the table. Pop and David 
looked at me. 


"What?" | mouthed with a shrug. 
"Jerry?" Stone called from the kitchen. "Show me how the machine for washing dishes works." 
"Machine for washing dishes?" David repeated. 


"The dishwasher," | replied as | stood up and gathered what was left of dinner. | left them at the table, giving 


each other confused looks. 


We loaded the dishwasher and | showed him how to add a detergent pack and then turn the machine on. He 
stood in front of it, listening and watching the lights blink. 


"Don't have dishwashers on Calserine Luna?" 
He shook his head. "I wish it had a window so | could watch inside." 
"Huh." | grinned. "Not a bad idea" 


| washed some pots and pans in the sink while Stone stood beside me with a towel and dried them. | handed him 
a frying pan while a movement outside caught my eye. "Shit" 


Stone dropped the pan and it barely missed his feet as it fell to the floor with a loud clatter. "What?" 


"You have to hide. We need to find a place for you to hide." | grabbed his wrist and pulled him with me, flying 
out the back door, leaving the pan on the floor. 


We ran into the barn as the Atoka County Sheriff rode up the drive in his SUV. | shoved Stoned into the barn, 


taking a second to check on the cop's progress. 

"Jerry! What is it?" Stone panicked. 

"It's okay. Its okay, kid. Go climb up into the hayloft. Hide and don't come down until | come find you. Okay?" 
"But —" 


"Shh. Go, Stone! Now!" 


His eyes were wide and | could see the fear in them. | kissed his parted lips. "Go, baby. It's okay." 


| slid the barn door closed just as the cop pulled up in front of the house. Now, to intercept him before Pop 
came out. Not that he'd narc on Stone, but the less said, the better. 


A very tall, very well-built officer got out of the car and pulled his hat onto his head. He started for the 
porch steps. 


"Hey! Howdy," | called as | basically ran toward him with my hands up. 

The officer turned around, one hand on his pistol. Smart, JC. 

| slowed and raised my hands higher. | wasn't about to get shot for being stupid. 

"Hey, Jer." 

Oh, shit. Did | know him? | stepped close enough to read his name tag. Sgt. Owens. Owens. "Wait, Tag Owens?" 
"Yeah." 

"Well, shit. Nice to see you." 

Tag Owens was my cousin's wife's brother. We're a big, country family. 

"Missed ya the other night 


"Yeah, that's why l'm here. That creepy fucker, Drumpf, thinks you, uh," he did air quotes. "Stole one of his 
oddities." 


"| was banned from the carnival, Tag. | haven't been back there.” 

"Yeah. Well, his assistant confirmed you were there yesterday” 

"Oh 

‘Listen, they're rolling out tomorrow. Make sure the kid goes with them. That's all" 

"The kid's already long gone. | sprung him after his friend died, gave him some cash, and he split" 


We stared at each other for a long time. Finally, Tag sighed. He glanced at the barn. "Well, okay. I'll return and 
report that back to Drumpf." 


| nodded and shook his hand. "Good to see you. I'll be going back to LA real soon so we won't run into each 


other again, will we?" 

"Nope. Take care, Jer.” 

| stood in the same spot, waving as Tag left. When | couldn't see the car anymore, | hurried to the barn. 
"Stone?" | whispered loudly as | started up the ladder to the loft. 

He didn't respond. 

"Stone, it's okay. You can come out" | reached the top step and stood up straight. The loft wasn't huge but it 
was full of bales. | didn't see him anywhere. "Stone?" Rounding a tall stack of bales, | found him sitting behind it, 
back against the barn wall with his knees drawn up to his chest. "Hey, it's okay?" 

He was trembling and had his arms wrapped around his head as he rested it on his knees. 

"Baby, you're okay." | crouched down on one knee in front of him and touched his elbow. 

He scrambled into my arms, clinging to me, wrapping his arms around my neck so tightly, | couldn't breathe. 
"Sweetheart," | croaked as | hugged him. 

His arms loosened a tiny bit but he still clung. "I thought he'd kill you!" 

"Oh. Oh, no. No, baby. It's fine. We're fine." | stroked his hair, trying to soothe him. "Drumpf told the police that 
| stole you from him. But that officer is family. He wouldn't do anything to hurt us. But we have to leave here 


soon, okay? The carnival leaves town tomorrow." 


Stone eased back a little, looking at me with those wide eyes which glistened with tears. "Why do we have to 


leave?" 

"Because people here will recognize you and I'm not related to them all." 

"Where will | go?" 

"We," | began, giving him a pointed smile. "Will go back to LA. If you want." 

"You will take me with you?" 

‘OF course | will, Stone. If you want to join me. | have my return flight booked. I'll buy you a ticket, too." 


"Flight? Flying?" He grew excited. "On an airplane?" 


‘On an airplane is the only way | know how to do it” 

He blushed and giggled. "I've never been on an airplane!" 

| guessed that." 

Stone giggled some more and surprised me with a kiss before he climbed to his feet. "| want to go for a walk" 
| looked up at him. "Now?" 


When | started to stand, he hooked a hand under my arm and pulled. "Need help, old man? And yes, now. It will 


be dark soon" 
"Where do you want to take a walk?" 


"To the water." 


| walked. Stone ran and skipped and bounced. It was nice seeing him so carefree, but his mood changes were 


starting to give me whiplash. "You have a lot of energy for a four-hundred-year-old” 


"That's because all | did before was sit on my ass in that tent," he replied as he bounced around me. Then he 


darted into the field and returned with a handful of daisies. "What are these? They're beautifull" 
"Daisies." 
"Daisies," he repeated as he studied the flower. 


"You can weave them into your hair." 


"Oh, yes! We do that, but not with daisies. We don't have daisies." He looked at me, blushing slightly as he held 


the flower to his nose. 
"Are there a lot of flowers on Calserine Luna?" 

"Yes, so many" 

"| dont doubt it" 

We reached the creek and | watched Stone crouch down at the water's edge. He leaned over a bit and peered 
into the slow-moving water. He used one hand to hold his hair back and turned his head front one side to the 


other. | stepped in alongside him and crouched down. 


"What are you doing?" 


"Just looking at them’ 

"Ah. Why?" 

"| wish sometimes | had human ears, you know, if lm gonna be stuck here" 
"You're not going to be stuck here, Stone. We'll find a way to get you home” 


"Thanks. But if we don't, | would .." He looked up at me. "I would stay with you. If you want. Then | should have 


human ears." 
"You're perfect just the way you are, sweet boy. | wouldn't want you to change a thing." 


Stone smiled and shook his head. "You really see me as a boy, don't you?" He turned his gaze to look out, over 


the water. 

| see you as a smart, sweet, young man" 

"You really are .." 

"Crazy?" 

Stone stood up and smiled down at me. "Lovely." He pulled his t-shirt over his head 
"Hey! What are you doing now?" | stood up and reached for his forearm. 
"Swimming!" He pulled away from me. 

Oh, jesus. | took a step back. 


"Jerry! Come onl" Stone picked one foot up and pulled his sneaker off and then the other. He opened his jeans 
and pushed them down, revealing plain white briefs. "Don't you want to get in?" 


"Uh, wh-what?" | stammered, unable to take my eyes off his body. 
"In the water." He gazed at me, one hand on his hip. 


He was beautiful. His legs were long and smooth. His stomach was flat. His shoulders. Fuck. | was still drinking in 


his chest when his hands moved to the waistband of his briefs. 


"Wait 


"What?" 

"Don't „maybe keep those on" Because if he took them off, this old man might make a fool of himself. 

Stone blushed and murmured, "Okay." A little louder, "But you have to get in, too." 

"Okay, but no laughing at the old man" 

He giggled. "No promises." 

| let out a puff of air through pursed lips and then took my shirt off. 

He watched me. Standing there, almost naked, Stone simply watched me. | could feel his eyes all over my body 
as | slowly opened my shorts and let them fall to the ground before | pulled my sneakers and socks off. His 
gaze was intense. | was sweating under it. | had to look away. The way his eyes traveled over my body was 


doing interesting things to me. | was afraid that if | was reading too much into it, I'd end up embarrassing us 


both. 


Stone didn't waste any more time staring at me. He turned and let out a loud whoop as he stepped into the 


stream. 


"Careful on the rocks," | reminded him as | followed, stepping from rock to rock until we were in the middle of 


the lazy stream. 

It was maybe twenty-five or thirty feet wide where we were, and only about five feet deep. The water moved 
slowly at this time of year. There hadn't been much rain. It was cool and felt good against the skin that 
seemed to be seared by Stone's stare. 


"This is nice," Stone said before he slipped under the water. 


| sunk down, too, wetting my hair before | popped back up and flipped my hair back. "Stone?" | didn't see him so 


| called louder. "Stone?" 


| heard a little swish of water behind me and then his sweet giggle. When | started to turn around, his hands 
landed on my shoulders. "Hey!" 


He laughed louder and leaned into my back. "l'm dunking you." 


"You're trying to." | grabbed his wrist and bent forward, pulling him over my shoulder and then gently tossing 
him into the water in front of me. 


"Heyl" he cried before he splashed into the water. 


Then he attacked me, pulling me down with him. We wrestled and splashed in the water. He'd try to dodge me, 
I'd grab him, he'd wrap an arm around my neck and try to pull me down, I'd slip free. And then we'd start over 
again. Stone popped out of the water, giggling and sputtering. He blindly reached for me with one hand while he 
wiped his hair out of his eyes. | pulled him in and wrapped both arms around his waist. His arms looped around 
my neck. 

"So beautiful," | murmured. 

"Old man," he replied. His lips curled in a soft smile. 

| gave them a kiss. "I can't wait to take you to LA. | have a pool." 

"Is it better than this?" 

"So much better." 

"And | can meet your cats?" 

"Mmhmm." 

Stone grinned and kissed me. Then he wiggled out of my arms and swam away. 

| stayed where | was. "Hey, Stone?" 

"Yes?" he answered but then ducked into the water. 


When he surfaced, | asked, "How'd you end up with the carnival?" 


"Well," he began as he waded closer to me. He reached for my shoulders again and pushed me down. Stone 


brought his legs around me. 
| supported him with two hands on his bottom. 


"When | got here, it was a big city, cold and rainy. There were a lot of people gathered together in tents under 
the elevated roadways. | was alone and terrified. It took me a very long time to figure out what had happened. 
One day, | saw all the trucks and trailers start to roll in. | followed them. Kind of just started to work, thinking 
that they wouldn't realize | didn't belong. | just wanted ..| wanted food and maybe ..not to be wet and cold 


anymore. But Santos „he saw me and knew | didn't belong. He grabbed me." 
"Your ears?" 


Stone nodded. "When | screamed, he looked at them and said | was a freak so | belonged in the show. He ..they 
did something .." He frowned and looked away. 


"What did they do?" 

His smile was fake. "Nothing. Not important now. But | met Emily and she was my friend" 
"She was a very good friend to you." 

"My only friend” 

| gave him a kiss. "You're not a freak" 

"| know. Just an elf trapped on Earth." 

I'm your friend, too, you know." 

"Are you?" he asked with a little grin" 

‘OF course. Why?" 

"Nothing, nothing." 

| watched his face for a moment. "Ready to get out of here, elf?" 

"No," he replied and slipped out of my arms. 

While he splashed around, | got out and sat down on the bank, using my shirt to wipe off my face. 
Stone floated on his back, his arms stretched out to his sides. "Hey, Jerry?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Do you really think you can find a way to send me home?" 

I'm gonna try. | don't know where to start so we'll have to work together." 

"How?" 

"| don't know. We need to find some magic." 


He stopped floating and waded back to me, climbing out of the water and sitting down next to me. "We had 


some magic." 


"We did?" 


"Yeah, Emi ly." 


| put my arm around him and we remained quiet for a few minutes. "You know, Tom Petty said music is the 


only magic he's ever encountered" 
"You think music will send me home?" 


‘Its always felt like home to me." 


Nine 
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"Will you play your music for me?" 

"I will. Will you play your pan flute for me?" 

"Maybe." 

| watched him put his clothes back on. | was fairly certain he was putting on a show for me. He moved slowly, 
bending over and giggling as he looked over his shoulder at me. Dear god. | shook my head and turned away 
from him, picking up my sneakers. 


On our walk back to the house, Stone slipped his hand into mine. "I like being with you." 


| swung his hand a little and grinned. "Imagine that. Just a few days ago, you didn't even want to look at me. If | 


remember right, you told me to leave." 
"You don't remember right. You're an old man" 
| gently bumped his shoulder. "I like being with you, too." 


We walked a few steps in easy silence. Stone looked around before he turned back to me. "Do you have a 
chessboard?" 


"| think so” 

"Can we play?" 

"Sure, we can play" | brought his hand to my lips and kissed his knuckles. 

The house was quiet when we returned. Pop had gone to bed. Stone asked for a bag of chips and a soda to 
bring up to the bedroom. | found the chess game with other board games in the kids’ playroom. We set it up 


on my bed and sat in fresh, dry underwear on either side of the board. 


| admit | was a little rusty but | didn't mind a bit if he won. 


"You can go first," he offered. 

"Age before beauty?" | smirked as | moved one of my pawns. 

| have a rule. The corniest person in the match goes first. That's why Esmee always went first when we 
played" Stone grinned and quickly glanced at me before he studied the board for a lot longer than he needed to. 
He moved his knight. 

It became apparent that he was toying with me the whole match. Stone cornered my king in five moves. 
"Checkmate," he announced with a big grin on his face. 

| huffed, giving him a look "That's not nice." 

| thought you knew how to play." 

"| never said that.” 

"Good thing. You would have been lying." 

‘Hey! 

He giggled as he started to put the pieces back in the box. 

"One game?" 

"We can play again tomorrow. You need the practice." 


"Brat." 


Stone leaned over the bed to put the game box down on the floor. He grinned as he crawled over me, forcing 


me back against the pillows. "You let me win, didnt you?" 

| brought my hands to his hips. "Now, why would | do that?" 

"I don't know. Why would you?" 

‘| promise | didn't. My hands moved around to rest on his bottom. 
He rolled his hips as he kissed me, sliding against my cock. 


With a growl, | returned his kiss, sending my tongue into his mouth. My hands squeezed his ass and urged him 


to continue moving. 


"Jerry," he sighed. 
"Baby." 


And suddenly, he was scrambling off of me and standing up next to the bed. "Should | go to my, um, the other 


bedroom?" 
| blinked in the confusion at the sudden turnabout. Another of his whiplash mood swings. "What? Why?" 
He was bright red and looked ashamed of himself while his hands covered his shorts. He wouldn't look at me. 


"Stone," | started as | sat up and reached for his wrist. "You don't have to hide anything or leave. If you don't 
„we don't have to do anything you don't want to do." 


"But don't you?" He let me take his wrist. 
"What | want the most is for you to be comfortable and feel safe." 


"| do feel safe." 


"You can sleep in the other room if you want to. You can stay here, too. | won't touch you if you don't want 


me to, but | like holding you in my arms." 

“That's all?" 

“That's all." 

He slowly climbed back onto the bed and curled up against my side. 

| wrapped an arm around him and ran my fingers through his hair. | avoided touching his ear. | wondered if he 
was aware of the mixed signals he was sending. It was completely okay with me. | knew that he was confused 
about how he was feeling and what was happening. | knew that | had to take these mood swings and mixed 
signals with a grain of salt. Stone was a fish out of water here and his confusion was inevitable. The truth was 
| wasn't sure | knew what was happening here, between us. But | was sure | was enjoying it. | liked this boy. 
This elf. 

"Jerry?" he quietly asked as he drew his hand across my bare stomach and his face in my shoulder. 


"Yes, love?" 


"| I've been with, um human, human men before." 


"Oh?" 
He nodded. 


| held my breath and waited for him to go on. 
"But | didn't like them." 


My hand in his hair stilled and my heart skipped a beat. “Why is that?" 

"Um, Santos and Drumpf „in the beginning, they said | could have money if ." 
| squeezed my eyes closed. "Oh, Stone. No." 

"But | didn't get they never gave me money" 

"Im so sorry. | don't want that from you, baby. | promise.” 

"| know. | know it's different with you. Is like how it was with Andy" 

"You and Andy had ." For some reason, the word got stuck in my throat 
Stone whispered, "We made love. He was my first and | was his” 


| shifted onto my side and wrapped both arms around him, kissing his hair. "l'm happy you had such a profound 
love with Andy. We'll find him. And we, you and |, don't have to do anything at all, Stone." 


| felt his lips whisper against my chest, dotting warm, wet kisses up to my neck. "Give me time, Jerry," he 


whispered in my ear. "I want to with you." 


We fell quiet again | held him so close, enjoying the warmth of his body and the bond we were forming. But in 
the back of my mind, | was imagining all the ways | wanted to murder Santos and Drumpf for hurting this 


precious being. Their list of offenses was growing and | was almost certain killing them was justifiable. 


| couldn't fall asleep. Stone had drifted off and was sleeping peacefully in my arms. | had fallen down the rabbit 
hole, however, of different scenarios. | would confront those creeps, call them out once and for all. Have them 
arrested. Or better yet, dole out my own brand of justice. | knew they were pulling out of Atoka in the 
morning and | was torn. Do | simply let them go now that Emily was gone and Stone was safe with me? Do | 
make them pay for what they had done to her and to him? | was leaning toward slipping out of bed and going 


down there when the sweet boy in my arms made a soft, little noise and curled in tighter against me. 


Stone was safe now. 


Ten 


| left Stone in bed and pulled on yesterday's clothes. | scribbled a note and left it in the kitchen for Pop. With a 
thermos of coffee, | sat in the car alongside the road where the carnival would pull out. It was still dark out, 
not even five o'clock yet. | hadn't decided if | was going to confront Santos and Drumpf or not. Part of me just 
needed to see them leave, while the other part needed to see them pay. As soon as | knew they were out of 
my town and out of Stone's life, | would breathe a lot easier. 


So | sat and waited. | pulled my hat down and put my feet up on the dashboard, crossing one ankle over the 
other, and waited for the sunrise. What does the sunrise look like on Calserine Luna, | wondered. It looked so 


different here than in LA, not that | often saw it in LA. 


When the first vehicles started to pull out, the RVs, | sat up and watched closely. | wonder who was unlucky 
enough to inherit Stone's tiny trailer. Something tugged at my heart when | watched it go by. There was a 
certain bittersweetness to it. It had been his home for twenty years. It had been where we first shared a kiss 
and a tender moment. The next trucks to exit the field were the food trucks, followed by the rides. And finally, 
after everything else, a large, red truck towing Drumpf's trailer slowly drove by. Santos was driving it. | sat up 


a little straighter and our eyes met for a long second. His lip twitched in a smirk. 


The caravan went north on Route 69 and | followed it all the way to Interstate 40. They took the eastbound 


ramp. | turned around and headed home. 

Pop wasn't kidding. He found some work for Stone to do. | arrived home to find him in the pasture, bottle- 
feeding a piglet. He was sitting down on the ground with his legs crossed, cradling it in the crook of his arm 
while he held the bottle in his other hand. 

"Hey." | smiled at him, taking in the adorable sight. 

"There you are." 

"Sorry | left before you woke." | sat down next to him. 

"Where did you go?" 

| had to see them off." 


He raised an eyebrow. "Had to?" 


| nodded and lightly touched the back of my fingers to the piglets head. "After what you told me last night, | 
wanted to strangle them both. But | didn't. | just needed to make sure they left" 


"Why?" 


| watched him turn the piglet over and set it down on its feet. "Because | don't ever want to regret my 


decision." 
"What decision is that, Jerry?" 
My eyes met his. "The decision not to kill them." 


Stone nodded and | was a little surprised at his calm reaction. "If | had killed King Wood when | had the chance, 
then Andy wouldn't be in prison and my family would still be alive." 


"And you would have never been sent here. Did you have an opportunity to kill him?" 
"| did. But he was my beloved's father. How could |?" 


It occurred to me how easy it was becoming for me to be less and less surprised by the things Stone told me 
about his life as an elf. 


"Your father asked me to help brand the calves. What does it mean to brand?" 
| was still thinking about elf life. "Huh? Oh, branding? We do that to - oh. Oh, no. You can't do that" 


"Why? | want to help. | should help.” 


"You can't. Stay here. | think you can check on the chicks in the coop. Or maybe muck out the horse stalls. 
Don't go to the cow barn. Promise me." 


"Jerry." 

"Stone, | mean it. You won't like branding." | quickly stood up and left him there, in the grass. 

We stopped traditional branding a few years ago. Now, we use freeze branding. It's a lot less painful for the 
calves but it's still traumatic. lf Stone truly could communicate with these animals, | didn't want him to 
become overwhelmed. Another reason to get him back to LA with me. A cattle ranch might not be a good 


place for an elf who can talk to animals. 


After dinner, throughout which Stone gave me stink eye about not letting him help with branding, Pop started 
a fire in the pit out back. | brought out my guitar, much to Stone's delight. 


"Where's your pan flute? We'll play a duet for Pop." | expected the kid to bashfully decline, but he lit up and 


immediately ran back into the house. 


"Junior, | hope you know what you're doing with this kid," Pop started in on me as soon as Stone was out of 


earshot. 
"| do. | mean | think | do. He's special to me, Pop" 

"| can see that. Anyone with a pair of eyes can see that. Just don't wanna see you rush into anything” 
"When have | ever rushed into something like this?" 


The old man gave me that look of his. "Like this? What's this? | just assumed you were having some fun with 
the kid. Don't want you mistaking that for something more." 


"Don't worry, Pop. | don't do ‘something more’ anymore." Why did | feel defensive all of a sudden? 
"Smarter that way, Junior. Nobody gets hurt” He raised his bottle of near-beer in a toast. 


| looked down at my guitar, pretending to focus on tuning it. Inside, though, | was angry. Nobody gets hurt. Is 
that what he really thinks? Junior's gonna end up like his old man because he's afraid of getting hurt again? 


Stone returned to his seat beside me. He gave me a thin smile. | could see the question in his eyes. Then he 


held up his pan flute. 

"Want to play us something?" | asked. 

With a nod, he quickly glanced at my father and then brough the instrument to his lips. Stone closed his eyes 
and began to play a soft, simple melody. It was sweet and gentle and | could easily imagine Stone back on 
Calserine Luna, riding his horse through a dense, lush green forest. Hell, if | didn't know better, I'd think he had 
little fairy wings and pixie dust trailing after him wherever he went. 

Jesus, JC. Get a fucking grip. 

When | looked over at Pop, he seemed just as mesmerized as | was by the sweet song. Until he looked at me 
and made a face. Okay, maybe not. | listened to Stone's melody for another few moments before | joined in. | 
played softly, just noodling about. When his melody went high, | went low. | was slowly picking out my own 
melody, playing against his. 

Stone ended his song and gave me a little smile. "You play well." 

"Thank you. So do you. Who taught you?" 

His smile faded. "My father.” 


| glanced at Pop. "Im sorry, Stone." 


"Is okay. You didn't know. Besides, he's gone to Alam." 
"Alam?" Pop caught him. 


| cringed. | knew Pop would be as skeptical as | had been when Stone first began to tell me his story. Except 


Pop wouldn't sugarcoat it. 

"Alam is Stone's version of heaven" 

"Ah. What religion is that?" 

"No religion," Stone replied. "Just our ..culture? | guess?" 
"Culture?" 

"Yes, from Calserine Luna" 

"Where the hell is that?" 


"Uh," | quickly interjected before Stone could tell him he was an elf from another world. "It's a little town on 


Caprice, where Stone is from." 

Pop bought it. He rose from his lawn chair. "I'm turning in. Put the fire out before you go to bed" 
"Sure, Pop. Goodnight" 

"Goodnight, boys." He patted my shoulder as he passed. "I like the pan flute, Stone. Good stuff" 
Stone murmured, "Goodnight, sir.” 


| put my guitar down and picked up the fire poker, moving the logs around a little. When | leaned back, | ended 
up with an elf in my lap. "Well, hello." 


He kissed me and then rested his head on my shoulder 

| wrapped my arms around his thin frame and laced my fingers together. "Sleepy?" 
‘Its very relaxing here, with you" 

"| find that, too. 


We sat quietly. | watched the fire dance while Stone closed his eyes. H felt his hand on my chest, his body 
heat warmer than the fire. The hand traveled up to my neck, fingers tickling under my beard. | tilted my head 


and he giggled. 

"What are you doing, elf?" 

"The only elves that have beards are like, super old" 

‘I'm super old" 

"How old?" 

"Fifty-three." 

Stone laughed. "That's so young! A baby!" 

| don't feel like a baby." 

"Well, | feel bad now." He started to pull away. 

"Get back here!" | clutched him tighter. 

"Nol" He laughed and squirmed. "You're too young for me!" 

"Little brat." | pulled him against my chest and caught him in a deep kiss. 

While he returned my kiss, sending his tongue into my mouth, his fingers found my ears. Stone lightly traced 
his fingertips over my ears and | was surprised at the tingling warm sensation that it caused. | felt the tingle 
settle in my groin and moaned softly against his mouth. 

Feels good, doesn't it?" he purred. 

"Fuck," | sighed. It felt incredible, not just good. | kept one hand against his back while | rubbed one of his ears. 
erry! 

"Yes, love?" | wanted Stone to lose himself. | wanted him to feel safe enough in my arms to lose control. 

"So good" He stopped touching me and leaned back, into my hand. His eyes were closed and his lips were parted 


| tucked his hair behind his ear and rubbed my thumb along the outer ridge, causing him to moan and roll his 
hips. "Does this turn you on, love?" 


He whined and nodded. One of his hands slipped between his thighs and rubbed the heel against his groin. 


"Fuck, baby. So hot" | was about to explode, myself. I'm sure he could feel me getting hard underneath him. 
‘Jerry’ 

"What, Stone? What do you want?" 

"Can | 2" 

"You can do anything you want 

He hurried to unbutton and unzip his pants. His hand dove inside of them and pulled out his cock 

| sucked in a breath. "Oh, god" 


"Keep touching my ear, please?" His eyes were still closed. His fist was wrapped around his gorgeous cock, and 
he slowly stroked it, keeping time with my thumb as it rubbed up and down his ear. 


"So beautiful," | breathed into his other ear 
He shuddered and groaned. "Yes, Jerry. Please” He stroked faster. 

| have his earlobe a little nibble 

"Fuck, yes!" 

"Your cock is beautiful’ | closed my lips around the lobe and sucked on it 


"Jerry!" His breathing was heavy. He was completely given over to his pleasure. He pumped faster, thrusting 
his hips to send his cock into his fist. 


"Come for me, baby. Give it to me," | hissed. 

"Yes! Yes, | need .." he trailed off, panting harder. 

"What do you need, my love?" 

"You. You, Jerry. You." 

"You've got me, sweet boy. I'm yours." | kissed his ear. "All yours." 


Stone cried out. His hips left my lap and his fist tightened around the head of his cock, come spurting over his 


fingers. He moaned and mewled as he slowly tumbled back down to earth. 


"Good?" | asked. | gently took his wrist and drew his fingers to my mouth, sucking them clean 
He gasped, his eyes were wide as he watched me swallow. "Jerry!" 

It tasted sweet like whipped cream or cake frosting. "Mmm. That's new." 

Stone blushed and murmured "I can't believe you did that" 

"Why? You haven't?" 

ne 

"That's too bad. You taste delicious.” 

He blushed deeper and giggled as he tucked himself back into his jeans. 

"Ready to go to bed?" 

As he nodded, he tried to stifle a yawn 

"Yeah, makes me tired, too." 

He slipped off of my lap and yawned again while | put the fire out 

“Jerry? 

ia 

"When are we going to your home?" 

"Tomorrow! 

"Tomorrow? Already?" 

"Im glad you're excited to go. Makes me happy." | put my arm around him and steered him toward the house. 
"Im happy, too" He leaned heavily against my side. 


| scooped him into my arms, expecting to surprise him and get that giggle again. Instead, he just wrapped his 


arms around my neck and lay his head on my shoulder. 


"Sweet boy." 


"Sweet elf," he whispered. 


Eleven 


In bed, Stone snuggled in against my side. He moved my arm around himself and rested his head on my chest. | 
ran my fingers through his hair, pressing my lips to his forehead. Behind my closed eyelids, | was watching him 
jerk off. The memory was forever etched into my brain and one | knew I'd replay over and over again. When he 
crested in my memory, | purred and rolled my hips. 

"What's that?" Stone asked. | could hear the taunting in his voice. He knew, that sexy little elf. 

Sexy little elf. You hear yourself, JC? 

"Thinking about you." 

"What about me?" 


| reached across and rubbed his upper arm. "You know what. Sitting in my lap, stroking your cock. It was 


beautiful. Thank you, baby. 

He giggled and hid his face. "You were playing with my ear. | couldn't help it" 

"Mmm. tll have to remember that" 

"Im sure you will" His hand slid down my stomach and his fingers toyed with the elastic band of my shorts 


| thought of his mood swings again, and about the previous night, when he got nervous. As much as it pained 
me to do it, | placed my hands on Stone's. "Sweetheart, you don't have to." 


"Don't you want me to?" He lifted his head and looked at me, confusion written all over his face. 


His question struck me as strange. ‘Want me to? "No, Stone. | don't want you to do anything that you aren't 
ready to do. That you don't want to do." 


"But | do. 

"Then maybe you still want to in a few days" 

"| dont understand. You .you want me, don't you?" 

"Yes, | do. But more than that, | want you to feel safe and cared for" 
"| do, Jerry’ 


‘Im glad" | stroked his hair and gently urged his head back to my chest. 


| thought you want to after | you know ..” 


"I know, sweet boy. What you did was incredible and l'm lucky that you feel comfortable with me to show me 
that. | loved it. But I'm a patient man and | can wait until we're both ready to take the next step." 


"You're a good man, Jerry.” 
"| try to be 

"| knew you were good when you first came in the tent” 

| smiled. "Oh, yeah? How did you know that?" 

"You were kind to Esmee" 

"That doesn't make me a good man. That's basic human decency, Stone" 
ow much decency do you think she and | saw before we met you?" 


It broke my heart to think about the cruelty that Stone and Emily had to endure. | kissed his forehead again 


‘lm sorry for what you went through before we met” 
"That is why you don't want me to touch you tonight?" 


"Yes. | want us both to be in a place where we can focus on only each other. Not the past or the future. Just 
that moment." 


His voice was softer. "I understand." 

"Good boy." 

"And you're a good man" 

"A good, old man?" 

Stone giggled. "Yes." 

| tickled his neck. He giggled louder and squirmed, scrunching up his neck 
"Ready to go to sleep now?" 


"| might be too excited." 


| titted my head to look at him. 
‘| mean about flying!” 


"Ah. It will be fun. You'll like it. But if you don't sleep now, you'll fall asleep on the plane and miss it all. You 
don't want that to happen. Do you?" 


Stone sighed and rolled his eyes. "I'm not a kid. That won't work on me." He turned over and wiggled his bottom 
against me, settling in on his side. 


| turned toward him and wrapped him up in my arms, spooning him. "Sweet dreams, baby," | whispered in his 


ear. 
He shuddered and reached back to lightly smack my shoulder. "If | have to behave, so do you." 

In the morning, | was loading my bag and the suitcase that Pop gave Stone into the back of the rental. 
Pop walked up to me, looking around. Be careful now." 

"L will. Call you when we get home." 

‘| mean about the kid. You sure you wanna bring him back to LA with ya?" 

‘Im sure. | promised I'd help him get back home." 

"Where's that? Put him on a plane, Jer, and be done with it." 

‘It's a little more complicated than that, Pop." 

"Ya fallin’ for him?" 

"| mean | like him. He's a good kid." 

"Just be careful. Think with your head. That's that lump -" 

"Three feet above my ass. Got it, Pop." 

He squeezed my shoulder and then clapped it hard. "Be safe, boy." 

"Thanks." 


Stone came from the barn. He insisted on saying goodbye to Duece. "He said have a good trip and come back 


soon" 

"Did he? That sounds extremely polite of him." 

"He said it to me. Not you." 

"Ah." 

"He likes me." 

"Why doesn't he like me?" 

"I told you. You put his saddle on too tight 

Pop looked at Stone like he just sprouted a second head. 

"Just a game he likes to play," | explained as | patted Stone on the back. "Ready?" 

He threw his arms around Pop, which made the old man stiffen and look at me with sheer panic in his eyes. 
"All right. You're freaking him out. Let's go." 

"Bye, Mr. Cantrell. Thank you for letting me stay here. | loved it all” 

"S-sure, kid," Pop gently extracted himself. 

| started in for a hug. He dodged me. With a snicker, | closed the liftgate. "In you go, kid" 


It was a two-hour drive to Dallas to catch our flight. About an hour in, we hit heavy rain. As | slowed down, | 


glanced across at Stone. He was sitting up and leaning forward. 

It's just a little rain, sweetie." 

"| like the rain," he replied with the biggest smile. 

"It doesn't rain very often in Los Angeles." 

He stuck his bottom lip out and sighed. "Is that why there are fires?" 

"Yeah, that's a big part of it" | had forgotten that | told him about the wildfires. 


The rain set us back a little. | knew it would take a little longer for us to buy Stone's ticket. We turned in the 


rental truck and then hurried to Delta's terminal. Stone's head was on a swivel from the moment we got out 


of the truck to the time we stepped up to the counter. 

A pretty, young, blonde woman smiled at us. "Good afternoon Thank you for flying Delta. How can | help you?" 
"Hi =" 

"Hil" Stone gave her a sweet, charming smile and a little wave. The flirting was new, and it was adorable. 


| couldn't help but grin and shake my head. "I have a ticket for the four-thirty flight to LA. | need to buy 


another for my friend” 

She tapped away at her keyboard. "OF course. Do you have identification?" 

| took my wallet out and slid my driver's license across the counter. 

"Ah. Very good, Mr. Cantrell. | have you in row two, seat B | can move you both to row three, seats C and D" 
"Perfect" 

She looked at Stone. | locked at Stone. He looked at me. 

'She needs your ID, sweetie" 

He glanced at her and then leaned into me and whispered, "I don't have one. 

OF course. Why didn't | think of that before? With a sigh, | looked up at the ceiling 

The woman gave me a strange look Great | smiled and glanced at the people in line behind us. 
"You dont have an ID?" 

Stone shrunk away from the counter, hiding behind me. 


| smiled as | reached to take my license back "He must have forgotten it." | took Stone by the elbow and 


steered him away. 
"| didn't know!" 
"I know. It's okay. Is my fault. | should have asked before we left the ranch." 


"What will we do?" 


| sat down on a bench and pulled him down beside me. "No ID at all?" 


He shook his head. 

"Okay. Well, we'll just have to drive." 

"Drive to Los Angeles?" His eyes were wide. 

"Sure. It'll probably only take two days." | smiled at him. "It'll be an adventure." 
"| wanted to fly." Stone pouted, 

"| know, baby. We'll figure that out somehow. But let's get to LA first" 
Stone slid closer to me and gave me a sad, little smile. "You're too much." 
"Huh," | teased. "I thought | was just the right amount." 

"OF what?" 

"Awesomeness." 

He laughed and leaned against me. 

| kissed his hair. "Let's go get our rental back." 


"Mr. Cantrell, did you forget something in the car?" the cute Hertz agent asked when we returned to the 


rental center. 
"No, not exactly. im going to need the car back, though 

He glanced at Stone, who was standing beside me. "tm afraid | don't understand” 
"| need a car fo drive to LA," | said flatly. 

"Oh, uh, okay" 


"You can give me back the Explorer." | felt Stone move away from me. | watched him wander to the window 


while the agent tapped away on his computer. 
"Hey, Jerry?" 


"Yeah?" 


"Can we have that one?" 


Outside, in the lot, there was a lime green Mustang convertible. Stone looked so hopeful and happy. How could | 


say no? 
| turned back to the agent. "Is the Mustang available?" 
"It just came back in. Give us ten minutes to clean it up." 


The smile on Stone's face when we drove out of the lot with the top down was worth the extra thousand 


dollars | just dropped. 


Twelve 


It would take a full day to drive across Texas. It was already after one so we drove about five hours and got 
off the highway in Odessa. It was around dinner time and | was reminded that neither of us had eaten since 


breakfast at the ranch. 


"What are you in the mood for, kid?" | asked him as | steered the car into a gas station to top it off for 
tomorrow. | was hoping maybe we could drive straight through to LA without stopping another night. 


"Everything! 

"| bet. Pick something” | got out of the car to pump the gas. 

"Can | get some snacks to bring to our hotel and to eat tomorrow?" 

"Sure" | took a twenty from my wallet and held it out for him. 

| finished pumping and moved the car to a parking spot in front of the building to wait for Stone. Ten minutes 


passed and he finally came out of the store with a grocery bag in one hand, wearing a trucker hat and a pair 


of sunglasses. He got into the car and leaned over to kiss me. 
"You know how to stretch twenty bucks, don't you?" 

"Mm. | stole these. Let's go!” 

"Stone!" 

He giggled. "Relax, old man | flirted. She gave them to me." 
"Stone!" | laughed. 


With a grin, he opened a bottle of Coke and took a long drink. | couldn't take my eyes off his neck. After a loud 


burp, he announced, "I want a big cheeseburger!" 
"Cheeseburger. Got it" | put the car in reverse and backed out of the parking spot. 


We found a Whataburger and went through the drive-thru. Stone ordered a double bacon cheeseburger, large 


fries, large onion rings, and vanilla shake. | went with a single burger, fries, and strawberry shake. 


He held the bag in his lap and looked like he was holding himself back from diving right into it. "You better find 


a hotel soon if you want to eat your food" 


"Control yourself over there." 
With another adorable giggle, Stone cried out, "Hurry!" 


Deciding that he probably wasn't bluffing, | pulled into the first hotel we came upon. A Marriott with a parking 


garage and an outdoor pool. 

"Can we go in the pool tomorrow?" Stone asked as we took the elevator up to the fifth floor. 
"Sweetie, we're only staying here tonight. We have to get back on the road in the morning.’ 
"Oh" He frowned. "Please? Just for a little while before we leave?" 

"You can use the pool at my house whenever you want." 

He pouted but muttered, "Okay." 

"Trust me. You'll love it." 


The room was large with a king-sized bed in the middle and a huge flat screen on the wall. Stone went straight 


to the window and, of course, the pool was directly below. 


He hurried to peel his clothes off, giving them a sniff test before dropping them on the floor. Stone sat in the 
middle of the bed in his underwear, eating his burger and fries. 


"Im gonna take a shower" 

"You dont want to eat?" 

"After 

"Oh 

"You should take a shower, too. Riding with the top down gets you grimy: 

He frowned. This kid loved the water but hated bathing. "Can | come in there with you?" 
| choked. "Uh. You „you want to take a shower with me?" 

ltd be a lot more fun that way: 


He had a point. But | wasn't sure the time was right. "Let's save that idea for tomorrow night." 


My shower was quick due in part to me being exhausted and being nervous he really was going to eat my 


dinner. 


While Stone showered, which took him even less time than me, | ate and then | called Pop. "Yeah, Pop. We ended 


up driving from Dallas because Stone doesn't have an ID to get on the plane." 

"How's the kid got no ID?" 

"Uh, he said he lost it before they arrived in Atoka" 

"Oh. Didn't apply for a new one?" 

"He's far away from his hometown" That technically wasn't a lie. 

"Be careful out there, boy." 

"I will. Call you when | get home." 

"| don't wanna turn on the news in the morning to no rockstar murdered in a roadside motel." 
"You won't. We're in a Marriott" 

He hung up on me. 


Stone emerged from the bathroom in a clean pair of shorts. "| even brushed my teeth!" he told me so proudly 


as he climbed back in bed. 
"Lucky me." | was stretched out on my back, one arm folded under my head. 


Stone squirmed and wiggled until he was practically on top of me. He rested his damp head of hair on my 


shoulder while he draped one arm and one leg over top of me. 
"Comfortable?" 

"Mmhmm." 

"Good" | turned off the lamp. "Go to sleep, love." 

Not a half a second later, "Jerry?" 


"What?" 


"I'm sorry | messed up all your plans." 


"What plans?" 

"Flying home and stuff" 

"You didn't mess anything up. | don't mind an adventure." 
"It is fun, right? The convertible.” 

"It's not bad. | have one at home." 

"You do?!" 

"| do. It's not like that one, though." 

"| want To see it!" 

"You will." 

"Maybe tomorrow, | can drive," he giggled. 

"Do you know how to drive?" 

"No," he mumbled. Then he lifted his head. "Teach me!" 
"Teach you to drive?" 

He nodded. 

"Oh, geez, kid. | don't know." 

"Please?" 

"Ill teach you in my own car when we get home. Deal?" 
"Your convertible?" 

"Or the truck. The convertible is a bit complicated" 

"| can do it!" 


"| bet you can, We'll see." 


"Okay!" He put his head back down and was quiet for a few moments. Then | felt his fingertips dancing up my 
side. 


"Hey." | twitched a bit. 
"Are you ticklish, Jerry?" 


| could hear the amusement in his voice. It was going to be a long night. "Go to sleep. Aren't you tired? We had 
a long day." 


"Nope. Why? Are you tired?" 

"Yes, lim an old man. Remember?" 

"Oh. Okay" He was quiet again for exactly 12 seconds. "Jerry?" 

"Oh, my god. What?" 

"Rub my ear’ 
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"Why not?" 

"Because it turns you on and | as much as | love turning you on, l'm too tired to enjoy it" 


More giggling. If | didn't know better, I'd think Stone had been drinking. "Did the lady at the gas station give you 


a beer, too?" 
"No, I've never had a beer. What's that like?" 


"Well, it can be fun to get a little tipsy. But a little can turn into a lot really fast. Thats when things go 


wrong." 

"We have something like that on Calserine Luna. We make wine from zingerberries." 
"Zinger berries?" 

"Yeah." 

"What does a zingerberry taste like?" 


"Mm. Kinda like a lemon mixed with a watermelon” 


"That sounds good" | closed my eyes and took up lazily stroking his hair while | yawned. 


"Is really good. Andy and | took a bottle from his older brother once. We drank the whole thing! Andy was sick 
the next day. We lied to his mother and blamed it on the spuffle nardi." 


| laughed. "What is spuffle nardi?" 

"Oh. It's like, uh, a roast. Cooked meat and mashed root vegetables, only we eat it cold." 
"Ah. Why cold?" 

‘It gets stored for the winter after it's cooked." 

"Oh. How do you store it? No refrigerators, right?" 

"Right. We put it in the ground." 

| see. Why don't you reheat it?" 

"In our microwaves?" He laughed. 

"Well, no. However you cooked it the first time.” 


"Because it is our traditional dish. The women would make it and send it off with the men when they went on 


hunting expeditions." 

"Ah. | understand now. So you and Andy got drunk and blamed it on spoiled spuffle nardi." 
"Yog" 

| couldn't help but laugh. 

Stone lifted his head again to squint at me in the darkened room. "What's so funny?" 
"Besides the word, spuffle nardi?" 

"Yes, besides that." 


"You're adorable." | used my hand on the back of his head to pull him down, into a kiss. "And you're no longer 
allowed to drink Coke after five o'clock." 


Stone made a disappointed little noise as he put his head back down. "Do you drink beer, Jerry?" 


"| used to." 
"But not anymore.” 

"Not anymore. 

"Why not?" 

"Well, because when | drank, | always drank too much 

"Oh. And you got sick and got in trouble?" 

"Yes. | would get very sick and very in trouble. m what we call an alcoholic." 
He repeated it slowly. *Al-co-hol-ic’ 

"An addict” 

"What is that?" 


"Well, it's like not being able to resist an urge. Ever. It's like having this thing that you need all the time. It 
becomes a huge part of your life, you spend a lot of time and money trying to get it" 


"Like Cheetos." 

With a little laugh, | said, "I hope you're not addicted to Cheetos." 

"But they're delicious!" 

| kissed his hair. "It's not as simple as that, sweetheart. Things get ruined because of addiction. | lost a lot of 
friends, a lot of money, a lot of time." A bit quiter, "A lot of myself" That thought hit me like a ton of bricks. 
| had to end on a brighter note. "But | was one of the lucky ones. I'm still here.’ 

Stone lifted his head again. "People can die from it?" 

"For sure." 


"Then | don't want to be addicted to Cheetos." 


"Good." | kissed him again. "Go to sleep." 


Thirteen 


| heard the giggles and felt the lips on my neck and was sure | was dreaming. We were in his trailer. This time, 
| was lying in his bed and Stone was on top of me. His hands were working their way into my pants while he 
kissed me and giggled in my ear. | could feel him all around me, every inch of my body was ignited by his 
touch. As | wrapped my arms around him, | murmured, "My sweet boy." 

lm not a boy. I'm an old elf." 


"Whatever you are, | want you." 


The giggles stopped. | opened my eyes and Stone had moved to sit up, straddling my hips. There was a strange 


expression on his face, like he was disappointed and confused. 

"Stone?" | reached for him to pull him back down, into my arms again 
He disappeared into thin air, leaving behind a wispy, pink cloud of smoke. 
"Stone!" 

Jerry! 

"Stone! Come back!" 

A hand on my shoulder shook me awake. "Jerry, wake up." 

Stone was lying beside me, holding himself up on an elbow and staring at me. 
"Shit," | groaned. "I was having this dream." 

"Where did | go? You said, ‘Stone, come back." 

"You disappeared. Just poof. You were gone." 

"I'm still here." He smiled. 

"What time is it?" | sat up and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. 
"Seven-thirty." 


"We gotta get going." 


"What's the rush?" he asked as he got up and moved to lean against my back His hands slid over my 
shoulders and | could feel his bare chest against me. 


"Sweetheart, come on | want to get home 

He fell away from me, flopping back on the bed with a loud sigh. Jerry’ 

| stood up and went to the bathroom, closing the door behind me. While the faucet ran, | stared at my face in 
the mirror. That dream was taunting me. Why was | afraid | was going to lose him? What did it mean? | 
splashed water on my face and brushed my teeth. 

Stone was still lying on the bed when | came out of the bathroom. "Come on, sweetie. Let's get going’ 
He huffed and smacked his open hand on the bed. 'I want to stay." 

"Why? Why do you want to stay so bad?" 

"Because I'm always on the road. lts so boring. And this hotel is nice. The bed is so comfortable. 

"The bed at my house is comfortable" 

"One more night, Jerry. Please?" 

| gazed at him for a few moments. He affected a sweet, coy smile and he knew he had me. 


"Dammit, Stone." 


He moved like a cat, getting up on his hands and knees and crawling to the foot of the bed. One hand slipped up 
my thigh, disappearing under the leg of my shorts. 


"Hey" | stopped him from going farther. "No" 

“Jerry! 

"Weill stay one more night but we don't have to do this” 
"Don't you want to?" 

"Yes, | do 

"Then what is the problem?" 


"Nothing, baby." 


He looked up at me with those sweet, doe eyes. | bent my head and gave him a kiss and then he moved back 
against the pillows, never taking his eyes off of me. "We don't have to stay if you really want to go home." 


"| really want to go home." 
"Okay." He seemed disappointed but | wouldn't give in again. 


| wasn't sure what was going on with him, but Stone was off somehow. He was shifting gears on me a lot 


faster than he did at the ranch. Sitting down on the bed, | put my hand on his leg. "Cutie, come here. Sit with 


me. 
Instead of sitting beside me, he put his hand on the back of my neck and climbed into my lap. 
| held him around the waist. "Do you want to talk to me?" 


"About what?" 


That's when it dawned on me. My sweet elf was equal parts boy and man. It was what endeared him to me. It 


was why | found him so attractive. "What's going on inside your pretty head?" 
"Nothing," he giggled. "| mean nothing bad." 

‘Its okay. This was all pretty insane. You can be worried or nervous or scared." 
‘I'm not scared about going to your house." 

"Worried?" 

‘Only about ." 

"What, sweetheart?" 


"Well, | think that you have done too much for me and I'm worried that living at your home will make me feel 


even more indebted to you. 

"Stone, you're not indebted to me 

"Maybe, but | fear | will begin to feel like it" 

Now, | was getting Stone, the man. "So you want to have sex with me to pay me back?" 


"Well, | mean it is one thing | can give you. And | wouldn't mind giving it to you. | don't have anything else.” 


| sighed. "Stone." | gently pushed him off my lap. 

"Jerry." 

"This is why. This is why | said no." | stood up and raked my fingers through my hair. 

"| don't understand,” he mumbled as he leaned back on his hands and peered up at me. 

‘| want you to do whatever you want to do. | didn't get you out of there so that you could be stuck with me. 
If you want to go off on your own, you should do that. If you want to stay with me, the invitation is there. 
But whatever you do, do it because it's what you want. You don't owe me anything. And | won't take what you 


offer under the pretense of owing me." 


"You want me to fall in love with you?" His eyes were so expressive and earnest. Such an innocent question but 


| balked. "No, not exactly. Just | want to know you want to be with me simply because it's what you want. 


That's all." 
"Are you here simply because you want to be?" 
"Yes. Of course." 


"And you don't feel obligated to me at all because of what you've seen at the carnival or how | lost Esmee or 
how | told you human men used me?" 


"No, Stone. | don't. Because when | asked you to leave with me, | was prepared to see this through, no matter 


what." 


"No matter what," he repeated. "No matter that l'm not a human boy. No matter that | want to go back to 


my home and rescue my beloved" 
"No matter what" Then why the hell did that sting so bad, JC? 
"And if | don't fall in love with you?" 


"Then you don't," | replied. | didn't realize that | started pacing back and forth until that question hit me 


between the eyes. 
‘Smarter that way, Junior. Nobody gets hurt: Pop's words echoed in my ears. 


"Come on. We're going," | grunted at Stone. 


We rode in silence for a couple hours. The top stayed up as there was a misty rain falling. | thought Stone had 
fallen asleep but somewhere around Las Cruces, he shoved his hand between his legs and gave me a pleading 
look 

"Have to go?" 


He nodded. 


"All right. Hang tight" | searched the navigation screen and realized the next rest area was an hour away yet. 


"Can you make it an hour?" 
His eyes went wide. 
"Okay." 


Since we were near a larger city, there were several exits which meant several gas stations. | pulled the car 


into a Conoco and stopped next to a pump. “tll fill up while you go. 
Stone nodded. "Can | get some snacks?" 

"What happened to the food you bought yesterday?" 

"| ate it last night" 

"When?" | didn't see him eat any more than his burger. 

"You were sleeping” 

"You ate while | was asleep?" 


"| did it every right at the ranch, too," he giggled and adjusted his hat before he held his hand out. "Money, 


please." 
"You're gonna send me to the poor house, elf," | muttered as | took a twenty from my wallet. 
"You see? You should be getting something in return for all your generosity.” 


"Stone." But before | could protest further, he got out of the car. 


We were back on the road in fifteen minutes. This time, | was the quiet one. Stone was happily munching away 


on Cheetos, Twizzlers, and a Coke slushie. He insisted we put the top down now that the sun was out. 


"You want to try a slushie? Its very good!" He pushed the super-sized cup in my face. 
| had to lean away from it to keep my eyes on the road. "No, thanks." 
"You are angry," he said before he ate more Cheetos." 

‘lm not angry, Stone." 

"You seem like it" 

"l'm just anxious to get home and we have a long way to go yet." 
"Okay. | will not ask to stop again” 

"Thank you." 

"Unless | have to go." 

"Of course." 

"Oh!" he shouted and surprised me. 

| jerked the wheel and the car swerved. "What?" 

"Can | hear your music?" 

"Now?" 

"Yes, please. Put it on" 


My phone was already charging so | changed the audio to USB, put it on shuffle and hit play. The first song 
that played was Heaven Beside You. 


Stone smiled and leaned back in the seat. "You wrote this?" 

"Yog" 

"And you sing it, too?" 

"Most of it. There was another singer, too. He always sang. | always played guitar. Sometimes, | do both." 


"You sound lovely." His smile was soft and he closed his eyes. 


We listened in silence to the rest of the song. | was surprised that Stone seemed to listen so intently. 
"What's it about?" 
"What do you think it's about?" | tapped the pause button 


"IF sounds like you're saying that you liked being with this person but now they are .." He wrinkled his nose. 
"Getting harder to be around." 


| could have kissed him. He got it. He got „me. Well, shit, JC. What, now? 

"Yeah, that's a pretty good interpretation" | hit play and waited for his response to the next tune. 
"You have a wonderful gift," he said. "This song. It is about your father.” 

| could have wept. For as little as he knew about Pop, he heard it. Stone knew. "Yes." 

"You love him very much." 

"More than | could ever tell him." 

"So you put it in song. You disguise your feelings with story-telling and beautiful music." 

"Disguise isn't really -" 


But he insisted. "Disguise. Because you like the out that it affords you. If the response is not favorable, you 


can pretend it's just a song and not the confession of your heart." 


It felt like a punch to the gut. | found myself breathing heavy, my vision clouded for a moment. | gripped the 
steering wheel. 


"I'm sorry. That was inappropriate." 

"No! No, Stone. Not inappropriate. Just, uh, a little too accurate. | didn't expect it." 
‘lm sorry." 

‘Its okay. Its true, | guess. Thinks are easier for me to say in a song." 


"I don't know. | think you say things to me just fine." He grinned. "Especially ‘no' or ‘no more Coke for you' or 


‘go to sleep, cutie.” 


"Brat." 


He laughed. "That, too!" He put his Coke down and put the empty Cheetos bag away and then picked up my hand 
from resting on top of the gear shift. Stone kissed my knuckles and nuzzled my open palm. "Take me home, old 


man. 


Fourteen 


| wanted to pull the car over to the side of the highway and drag Stone into the backseat. That last piece, that 
crucial, last puzzle piece finally fit into place for me. This boy wasn't just a sweet, attractive young man that 
tugged on my heartstrings. This boy understood me. Even though we were literally worlds apart, he understood 
the inner workings of my psyche and not only accepted them but was gentle with them, with me. It was what | 
had been yearning for my whole life, asking for in song, begging the cosmos to bring me. Someone who could 


read between the lines of my trauma and find the frightened, vulnerable man behind them. 

We passed the California state line on Interstate IO near Blythe. It was only another three hours to LA. | was 
getting tired. | wished the kid did know how to drive. And every mile that we ticked off into the rearview 
mirror brought closer this sense of anxiety. It wasn't a fear of having Stone home with me. It was about time. 
| only had three more weeks before the band went back on the road. What would happen then? What if we 
couldn't find a way to send him home? what if we did? | grunted and used my knee to steer the car while | 
stretched my arms over my head and rolled my neck. 

"How far is it now?" 

"Three more hours." 

"My butt hurts." 

"Mine, too. Not far now, though." 

We stopped listening to my music a couple of hundred miles ago. Now, he was just browsing through my phone 
and playing random songs. We heard AC/DC. He wasn't a fan. The Stones. Didn't care for Mick's voice. Led 
Zeppelin. Stairway To Heaven was nice until the part where it got heavy. And "it's too long.” Then he picked 
‘Goodbye Yellow Brick Road and by the time the song was over, Stone had tears in his eyes. 

| smiled at him. "Good, huh?" 

He nodded as he wiped his tears away. "Beautiful." 

"That musician is my favorite." 

He looked at the phone. "Elton John" Then Stone picked another of his songs, ‘Daniel’. 


More tears. Stone swiped them away and exclaimed, "This singer is so sadl" 


"Not always. He just knows how to tell a story. | like him because his stories are so easy to relate to. We all 
feel the things he describes in his songs." 


"You feel this way?" 
"Sure. | mean, | have. Haven't you?" 

He nodded 

"For Andy?" 

Again, Stone nodded. "For Andy, for my family, for my home 


| realized that in the short time I've known Stone, he didn’t go into detail about his family. He said more about 
Andy's family than his own. "Do you want to tell me about your family?" 


He shrugged. "| miss them." 


"I know you do, baby. Tell me about them. What was your father like? Did you have siblings? Did you like your 


mother's cooking?" 

He smiled "My father was a great king. He was fair and smart and he looked out for every elf in Calserine 
Luna. Everyone loved him. They all said | would be great, too, when | became king. My sisters were older than 
me. They were supposed to be married off to other princes and nobles. That was the tradition But my mother 
„She wouldn't allow it. She said her mother allowed her to wed for love and so shall her children. | wanted to 
marry Andy." 

My heart broke for him. "Your parents sound wonderful." 

His smile faded. "They were wonderful." 

‘lm sorry, Stone." 


"Thank you. And she was a terrible cook," he laughed. Her spuffle nardi stayed in the ground." 


"When you go back, will you .." | wanted to ask if he would challenge Andy's father to take back Calserine Luna 
but it somehow got stuck in my throat. 


"What?" 
"Do you want to be king?" 


"Should |?" he asked. "After all that | have learned here on Earth, | think that | would like to go find Andy and 


take him away. Just live quietly, alone with him." 


| picked up a certain tone of voice. "But?" 


"But those people, the good elves of Calserine Luna, do not deserve that. They will never get their good king 
back, but | will try hard to be as good as he was." 


lm glad to hear that. | know its tempting to run and hide. That's when you know that you can't. You have to 
fight for what's right, Stone." 


"You sound like him when you say things like that.” 

‘ls that good or bad?" 

"Is good" He smiled. "I've always known you were as good as he was." 

| reached across the car and took his hand, bringing it to my lips and kissing his knuckles. 

It was dusk when | pulled the car up to the gate of the house. Stone had dozed off a short time ago. It figured. 
I'd been begging him to rest and he finally gave in and fell asleep less than an hour from home. | gently took 
my phone from his hand and opened the Nest app. | tapped a button and the gate slowly opened. | parked the 


car in front of the garage. 


Stone didn't stir until | turned the engine off. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. He sat up and a little smile 
touched his lips. He quietly asked, "This is your home?" 


"Yep. We made it." 
He opened his door. "It's big. You live here alone?" 


"Yes." | got out of the car and opened the trunk. | took his bag and mine out and hit the app again to open the 


garage door. "Let's go in" 


Stone watched the garage door open and then laughed when he saw the Corvette. "You do have one just like 


ours!" 


"I told you. Its much older, though. And "ours" needs to go back to the rental agency tomorrow." Shit. How was 
| gonna do that? 


"How old?" He touched the fender and leaned over the driver's door to touch the steering wheel. 
"As old as me." 
“That's not old." 


"It is for a car." 


‘Its pretty. | like red” 


"Me, too." | opened the door to the mudroom off the kitchen and put the bags down beside the washer. "Teddi! 
Dealy! Daddy's home." 


| heard their little claws dancing on the hardwood floor and a moment later, the rats appeared in the doorway. 


"Oh!" Stone cried in glee. "They're so cute!" He all but pushed me aside and dropped to his knees, reaching for 
the cats. 


They backed up in fright but only for a moment. The cats stood still and reached their little necks out to sniff 


Stone's fingers. 

"l'Il let you get acquainted" | stepped around them and entered the kitchen, picking up the stack of mail on the 
island. There were a few magazines, a handful of fan letters, and a package from management. | opened that 
and it contained the itinerary and tour information for the upcoming, final leg with Korn. "Hey, sweetheart?" | 
turned just in time to see Stone stand up, cradling Teddi like a baby in his arms. 

"Yes, old man?" He grinned. 

"We need to talk" 

"About?" He approached and set Teddi down on the island. 

A second later, not wanting to be left out, Dealy jumped up and joined his sister. 

"l, uh, I'm leaving in a month. Going back on the road" 

‘Okay. That'll be fun. Another adventure." 


| put the package down and turned my body toward Stone. "You'd go with me?" 


He looked at me, frowning, and then looked down at the paperwork. "Well, | mean ..if you asked me to, | would.” 


He opened the small, wire-bound itinerary. "Do you want me to?" 


| hesitated. Do | want him to? Shit, | don't know. On the one hand, yes. On the other, he would be distracting and 


he would force people to ask me questions that | didn't know how to answer. 
"So that's a no. Okay." He put the little booklet down and petted Dealy's head. 


| noticed that they both gazed at each other for a long moment. "Can you talk to them?" 


Stone ignored me, continuing to stare at my cat. 
"Stone?" 

"What others?" 

"Sorry, what?" 


He threw a hard glance in my direction and then looked back at Dealy. A moment or two passed before he 
looked at me again "He said | look and smell different than the others." 


"What others?" 


"You tell me." 


Fifteen 


"Friends," | said. It wasn't a total lie. 

"Oh" Stone walked away, into the dining room. He looked around, stopping in front of the two large paintings of 
half-naked women on the wall. He studied them for a long time, even tracing over the image of one of the 
women with his fingertips. 


"Stone." 


"| suppose | shouldn't be upset," he began as he continued to study the painting. "I already told you many times 
that | planned on going home to Andy." 


"Why are you upset?" 

"Because you uprooted my life and brought me here. Why?" 

"Well, here is safer than where you were, for starters” 
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"| mean it, Jerry. Tell me why it was so important for me to be here, with you." 
"Because | want you here" 

"But not with you when you leave?" 

"Yes, but -" 

"But what?" 


"If | bring you, it means .." | sighed and looked at the painting. The young woman stared back at me as if she 


was expecting an explanation, too. 
"Means what?" 


| didn't like the aggressive tone he was using with me. | moved away from him, gripping the back of one of the 


dining chairs. 


"It means what?" he repeated, moving in the opposite direction and picking up a football from the sideboard. 


"Nothing. Nevermind" | raked my fingers through my hair. "Let me show you around." 
Stone stared at me. | could see the disappointment in his eyes. But my father's words echoed in my ears, 
‘Smarter that way, Junior. Nobody gets hurt: Only, both of us were hurting now. But if | brought Stone with 


me, I'd be admitting to everyone, especially myself, that | was serious about this boy. 


He carried the football in both hands as | led him through the house, room by room, until we were in my 


bedroom. “This is where you sleep?" 

| nodded. 

"Where will | sleep?" 

"Um, | thought ..| mean, here with me." 
"Maybe that's not a good idea." 

| sighed. "What do you want from me, Stone?" 
"The truth, for starters." 


| sat down on the bed, folding my hands in my lap and staring down at them. "The truth. Okay. The others that 


Dealy was referring to are girls. There were some girls that | .brought home for the evening sometimes. 
"Friends?" he asked, walking around the room, examining artwork, photos. He ducked his head into the bathroom. 
"No, not exactly." | took a deep breath. "I paid them for their time." 

He was not going to understand this and | was going to be forced to spell it out. 

"Paid for their time?" 

"Yog" 


Stone entered the bathroom ard all | heard was, "wow!" Then he stood in the doorway. "There's a fountain out 


there!" 
"| know." | smiled. 
"ls it yours?" 


"Yes," | chuckled. 


"Turn it onl" 

| stood up, thankful for the distraction. "You can turn it on. There's a switch by the door.” 

They were French doors in the master bath that led outside. Right on the other side of the doors was a 
three-tier concrete water fountain. | showed Stone the switch. After he turned it on, | unlocked and opened the 


door. 


"| love it!" He looked around with such a sweet, surprised expression. Stone peeked into the fountain. He giggled 


and reached into the water, pulling out a small, plastic green frog. "It's fake!" 
"Well, yeah 

"| hoped it was a real frog. 

"Might find a tree frog or a lizard here and there. Teddi likes to hunt lizards” 
"Dealy likes to talk about you." 

And here we are again | opened the gate to the backyard, showing Stone the pool 


For another moment, he was distracted again. He put the frog back in the fountain and passed through the 


gate. "| can swim in this?" 

"Yes. Whenever you want." 

"Right now?" 

"Sure." Keep distracting him, JC. Good job. 


Stone pulled all of his clothes off, leaving his shirt, jeans, and sneakers strewn across the patio. Completely 
naked, he jumped in the pool. Water splashed everywhere as | stepped to the edge to wait for him to surface. 


He popped up and laughed as he wiped the water from his face. "Come on! Get in, Jerry!" 


| crouched down. "Not right now. Come here. Let me talk to you." | had to explain this to him. | didn't want to 
hide it from him. Well, | did. But now that it had come up, | thought it was best to get it out in the open. 


Stone swam over to me and started to reach for my ankle. He giggled and gave me a grin. 


"No." | shot him a serious look. "Listen to me." 


"What?" He floated on his back and stared up at the sky. 


All| could do was stare at his body. "Uh," | stammered.| sat down on the concrete, crossing my legs. "You 


want to know about the others." 

"Women you paid for their time." 

"Yeah." 

"What did you do with them when they were here?" 

"You know how men would pay Drumpf to, uh, to sleep with you?" 


Stone stopped floating. With a splash, he quickly stood up. He glared at me. "You did the same thing to women?!" 
He turned and started wading toward the steps. 


"No. No, Stone. Not the same thing. Stop." 

"You paid someone to to abuse them" 

| mumbled, "Shit" as | stood up. "Stone, it's different than what they did to you." 

| tookd a towel from the shelf on the side of the house by the door and wrapped it around him. 
"How is it different?" 


"Well, because they kept the money and | .| never did anything they didn't want me to do. | didn't abuse them. 
It was their job." The word, job was difficult to say. I'm not sure why. 


"Job?" He looked confused. "So they earned money by sleeping with you?" 

| nodded. "Yes. Me, and whomever else." 

"And you would pay them directly?" 

"And they would keep it all. Not the way Drumpf promised you money but didn't give you any." 
"They were okay with this?" 

"Yog" 


He clutched the towel across his chest and walked a couple steps away from me. "How many women?" 


Fuck. "Uh .in the last year? Maybe .maybe four or five" 

He swung around and looked at me with wide eyes. "Four or five different people in a year?" 

At least he didn't ask how many times | saw them 

"How often did they come here?" 

"Uh, not, not too offen Once a week maybe" 

"A week!" He held up one hand and frowned as he counted his fingers. "A week is five days, right?" 
‘Seven’ 

"Seven? So you would pay a woman to sleep with her once every seven days?" 


"Give or take," | mumbled. His tone and the expression of anger on his face was making me feel defensive, but 


mostly ashamed of myself. 
"I have known you for eleven days." 
| picked my gaze up off the patio and stared at him. 


"You have sex with a woman you pay every seven days, you said. | have been with you for eleven days but 


you keep telling me you want to wait. Why, Jerry?" 

My mouth opened, ready to spit something back to him but nothing came out. 
"Huh? Why won't you have sex with me?" 

"Because | -" 

"You what?" 

I'm not paying you, Stone. Its different" 

"How?" 

‘I'm not paying for you." 

"Arent you? This makes no fucking sense." 


"Stone -" 


"You are paying for me. You've been spending your money on me since the moment we met” 
‘its not the same thing. | don't want to buy you." 
"What do you want?" 


| want." With a frustrated growl, | raked my fingers through my hair again. "I want you to go inside and put 


clothes on" 


"Ridiculous," he hissed as he passed me and approached the doors leading into the kitchen. He turned the handle 
but the door was still locked from the inside. "Open it," he cried "Open the fucking door!" 


"Stone." 
"What do you want from me? Why am | here if you don't want me?" he screamed at me and | could see he 
was barely holding it together. Stone sniffled and started to cry. He took his towel off and used it to hide his 


face. 


"| do want you. | want you so much." | put a hand on his shoulder and urged him toward me. "So much that l'm 


terrified." 

He lifted his head and gave me a puzzled look. "Terrified of me?" 
"No, of how | feel." 

"Oh." 


"| paid women to have sex because it's easier than meeting someone and falling in love. I'm not very good at 


that" 
He scowled. "Not good at falling in love?" 


"Not really." | put my arm around his shoulders and steered him to the gate, picking up his clothes along the 


way. 


Back inside, | found a pair of sweatpants for him to put on “They'll be big but you can pull the drawstring 
tight." 


"I'm still confused" 


"I know. Why do you feel so strongly about us sleeping together?" 


“Because .." Stone frowned while he pulled the pants on and tied the string. "I guess | thought that's what we 
should do." 


"Why?" 


"Because we've spent so much time together and | like you. And you like me. And you think I'm cute. I've seen 


you looking at my body." 
"Eleven days isn't a lot of time." 
"But m 


| was confusing him even more. All because | was afraid to tell him the truth. | sat down on the bed again. 


"Come here, baby. Please." 


When he sat down next to me, | took his hand in both of mine. "When | was very young, around twenty-one 
years old, | fell in love with a girl named Courtney. She was well, she was a lot like you, | guess. She had a 
smart mouth, a wicked sense of humor, a strong moral compass, and these eyes ..they could see right 


through me. Like you. | was in complete awe of her." 

"What happened?" 

"Well, we were together when the band started to get very popular. | started to make a lot of money. We 
started to drink too much, do too many drugs and then there were the other girls. And boys. It was all 
wrong. Any bad thing | could do, | did. | hurt Courtney very badly." 

"But you loved her." 

"| did. | loved her very much. | wanted to marry her." 


"| don't understand." 


"Imagine, since you were the prince of Calserine Luna, all the young, pretty elves wanted to be with you. And 


other elves, to earn your favor, gave you gifts. Gifts of zingerberry wine and „other things like that." 
"They did those things for you?" 


| nodded. "A lot. Alcohol, drugs, young women and men Everything. And | couldn't stop. | lost Courtney. | broke 
her heart. And my own." 


Stone nodded and looked down at the floor for a long time. "Thank you for telling me. But I'm not sure what it 


has to do with me." 


"Well," | began. "After that, | decided that | never wanted to feel that heartbreak again" 
"Oh." 


"So | haven't been in love with anyone since Courtney. Like | said, it was easier to pay people for their time 


than to get involved romantically 
"And the reason you won't take me to bed is because .." 

| could sense he was a heartbeat away from it all finally clicking, | picked up my head and looked at him. 
"You've broken your rule," he whispered, looking at me like Id just sprouted a second head 

"You broke my rule. It wasn't my intention’ 

"But you have, right, Jerry? You've fallen in love with me?" 

My throat went dry. | tried to swallow. "I have. 


"Oh." His brow knotted "And | keep saying I'm going to go back. You're afraid | will leave you just like your 
Courtney did” 


Sixteen 


"You have to go back. | want you to go back and find Andy and take back your kingdom." 

"But you will be left alone." 

| tried to give him a reassuring smile. "That's okay, baby." 

He lit up. "You can come with mel" 

"| cant come with you." 

Stone frowned. "But | don't want you to be hurt" 

‘Its too late for that now. | took you out of the carnival, | promised to take care of you, and | agreed to help 
you get home. | knew this was all coming, Stone. | wish I'd been honest with you from the start. Or honest with 
myself." 

"You were trying to do all of that and still protect yourself. | understand.” 

"Making love to you, baby, would be incredible. But .." 

"It would hurt too much." 

"| think so." 

His ears folded over as he hung his head. | wanted to wrap him up in my arms and | was about to when he 
lifted his head again and gave me a small smile. "I love Andy and | miss him terribly, but | find myself feeling 
something powerful for you, too, Jerry. My heart aches over the thought of leaving you so much that 
sometimes | question whether | should go home or not." 


"You have to, love." 


"Well, perhaps. But either way, please know that | will love you for the rest of my days on Earth and on 


Calserine Luna." 
"My sweet elf," | murmured as | touched his face and drew him into a kiss. 
To hell with Courtney and with Pop. To hell with being afraid. | wasn't a kid anymore. | wasn't some fame- 


addicted, twenty-something, little shit. | could fall in love with this stunning creature in my arms and survive 


after he leaves me. 


He slept in my bed after all. It felt good to be back in my own bed with my boy in my arms and my cats 
curled up at our feet. | had my arm around Stone as he snuggled in against my side. My eyes were closed. | 
realized how tired | was from our road trip. The gentle sound of Stone's soft breathing was going to lull me to 
sleep. If he hadn't begun to giggle, that is. 

"Go to sleep." 

"Dealer says that you never let the others sleep in the bed with you." 

"Dealer is right but he needs to shut up." 

Stone giggled again 

"Tell him. Tell him no more of Daddy's secrets." 

"| will not tell him that." 

"Brat." | lifted my head to look at the cat. "You, too." 

"Teddi agrees with you. She said she'd never tell me any of your secrets." 


“That's my girl." 


It grew quiet in the room. No more giggling, no more cats meowing or moving around. Then Stone whispered, 


"She said she hopes | make you happy. | hope for that, too, Jerry." 

"You do, sweetheart! | couldn't hold back the yawn that followed 

"Okay. No more talking. Goodnight, old man" 

"Goodnight, love.” 

| awoke alone sometime around four o'clock Even the cats were gone. But if Stone left the room, Im sure they 
followed him, probably taking his ear off about me. | heard him giggle out in the kitchen so | got up and used 


the bathroom before | wandered out to find them. 


Stone was sitting on the island, eating dry Cheerios from a box he held in his lap. Occasionally, he gave one to 
the cats, who sat on either side of him. 


"What's going on in here?" 


"We were hungry. What are you doing awake?" 


"Had to go." | pushed my hand into the cereal box and grabbed a handful. "What are these two telling you 


now?" 

"You like to take pictures and video of them and put it on your Instagram. What is that?" 

"Uh," | looked at Dealer. These fucking cats. | wouldn't believe it if someone else was telling me their cats knew 
about fucking Instagram. Jesus. What if this was all going on in my head? What if | fucking fell off the wagon 
and this was some epic bender? | shook my head. "Instagram is an app on my phone. You can post pictures and 
video clips. People can follow you and comment on your posts and stuff." 

“Show me!" 

"How about | show you in the morning? Let's go back to bed” 

Stone pouted at me as he put the box down and slipped off the island. 


‘Sorry. The old man is still tired" | shoved the Cheerios in my mouth and flicked off the light. 


"Teddi told me that you lived in this big house all alone for several years. Why did you pick such a huge house 


for just one person? Just yourself?" 
"| liked it and | could afford it" 
"Do you ..2" 


"What?" | groaned as | climbed back into bed. 


The boy joined me, cuddling up with me once more. "Do you think maybe all the fences and gates and walls 


here are for keeping people out of more than just your house?" 

Okay, know-it-all, | thought. | see where you're going. "Yes. To keep them out of the pool, too." 

"Jerry." 

"Go back to sleep," | whispered and kissed his forehead. 

Stone was sitting on top of me. He was naked and | was naked. He was giving me a little smile, his eyes twinkling 
with mischief. One of his hands held his hard cock while he rolled his hips, sliding that sweet ass against me. | 
was desperately hard. All! wanted was to bury myself in him. 


"Come on, old man. Do it already." 


"| want to." 


"Then what's stopping you?" Stone lifted his bottom and reached back, taking hold of my cock. "This is gonna 
feel so good." 


| could feel him. His soft, velvety, wet hole slipped down around my dick and | let out a high as | reached up 
for his face. 


"| love you," he purred just before his lips met mine in the purest, sweetest, most loving kiss I'd ever received. 
With a shallow thrust, | sent my dick deeper inside of him while | pushed his hair back. | had hoped to make 
him cry out. Not in pain. No. | wanted to see his face and hear the sounds my boy made when | was giving him 
pleasure. | wanted Stone to lose himself with me. But he didn't make a sound now. His expression was blank as 
he stared down at me. 


"Stone." | hugged him against my chest and thrust harder. "Stone, please." 


In the blink of an eye, | knew | had woken up from another dream. This time, the room was eerily quiet and 


still. Stone was gone. And | had a raging boner to contend with. 

Rubbing my face, | shuffled into the bathroom and turned on the shower. | had no idea where the kid had 
crept off to. Probably pumping he cats for more information about my fucked-up past. Thank god Teddi and 
Dealy had only been here for two years. They missed all the really fucked-up shit. | pushed my shorts down 
and stepped into the warm shower, closing the glass door and just standing under the stream for a long 
moment. | had to get rid of this boner so | started jerking it. Slow, light strokes meant to prolong it. | really 
should have just jerked it and came and gotten it over with quickly but | couldn't help myself. | wanted to pick 
up where the dream left off. | imagined Stone back on top of me, slowly moving, sliding up and down. 

"Feels so good," | murmured. 


Vaguely, | heard the shower door open. Hands slid over my shoulders. "What feels good?" 


| had no idea if this was real or not. And | didn't care. | kept my eyes closed and continued jerking off. "You do. 
Feels so good being inside of you." 


One hand snaked it's way around my hip and covered mine. "Say my name," was hissed in my ear. 
"Stone." 

"Jerry" His teeth grazed my neck. His hand squeezed and urged me to stroke faster. "Make love to me." 
"Yes. Fuck, yes." | was getting closer. 


Stone took me by the shoulders and turned me around. "Open your eyes, old man. I'm right here." 


My eyes snapped open. This wasn't part of the dream. Or maybe it was. | just didn’t care. | needed this. 

Stone stood before me, naked and wet. "Stop fighting it. Give in to what we both want" 

| seized his mouth, crushing his lips with mine and sending my tongue down his throat. My hands squeezed his 
ass hard, pulling him against me. | felt his fingernails digging into my shoulders. | moved him so that he was 


pinned between the tiles and me. 


Stone lifted his legs and wrapped them around my hips. With one hand, | held my cock and guided it into him. 


With a strangled cry, he wrapped his arms around my neck 


Seventeen 


| sat on the bed in my towel, watching him move slowly. He winced and rubbed his bottom as he bent over to 
pick up his shorts. | could see purple bruises rising on his skin where | had grabbed him too hard, bitten him 
too hard. “I'm sorry, Stone." 

"For making me wait so long for that? You should be sorry, old man" 

"No!" | growled. "You don't get to make smart-ass jokes about this." 

"About what? And who's making jokes? It was incredible. Worth waiting for, | guess." He grinned at me. 

| shook my head. "How can you say that, Stone? |." 

"What?" 

"| hurt you!" 

"No, you didn't. You made me feel amazing." 


"But it was like | couldn't .." | was at a loss. | don't know what happened. | was so desperate for him. 


"What?" He sat down beside me and took my hand. "You needed that. | needed it. It was wonderful." His free 


hand reached up and touched one of the marks on his neck. 


| pulled my hand away. "I was dreaming about you again. You told me you loved me and we are making love. | 


woke up." 
"That's why | found you like that?" 
| nodded, unable to look him in the eye. "| wasn't entirely sure it was really you or still the dream." 


His finger touched my chin, urging me to lift my head and look at him. "Jerry, | love you. | can't ask you not to 
protect yourself. | know that you're afraid. But I'm going to love you with all that I've got until the day comes 


when | return to Calserine Luna. And even though | won't be at your side after that, | will continue to love 
you." 

| held my breath as he spoke, searching those wide, deep eyes for a speck, a glimmer of dishonesty. But there 
wasn't any to be found and | knew in my heart that he meant every word. "I love you," | whispered, my voice 


cracking under the weight of those words. 


"I know," Stone murmured as he pet my hair. For a long moment, he simply ran his fingers through my hair. 


Then he said, "Elf dick doesn't get that big." 
| let out a loud, surprised laugh as | looked at him. "I can't believe you just said that" 
"Well, it's truel I've never .even before | met you." 


You'd think that topic couldn't make me blush anymore. But out of his mouth, it certainly could and did. "I know. 


I'm sorry. Its -" 

"Extraordinary!" 

| shook my head. "Then it must have hurt you." 

"No! | mean it was much ..more? than I've ever felt before but | liked it. We can do it again, right?" 

| gave him a look out of the corner of my eye. 

"Come on, old man!" 

"Maybe in a couple days." 

It was three days before he brought it up again. | showed him around Los Angeles. We went up to the 
Hollywood sign, down to the beach in Santa Monica, and we walked a stretch of Hollywood Boulevard. | pointed 
out the stars and had to explain who most of them were. He made me promise to watch their movies or TV 
shows with him. In between tourist activities, | answered work emails and fielded calls. Now that | was back in 
town and we were only a couple weeks away from the tour, we had to get together to rehearse and finalize 
plans. 

"Stone, | have to go to work for a few hours. You'll be okay by yourself?" 

"| have Teddi and Dealer." 

"Yes, | know. | meant another human." 

"l'm not human" 

| sighed and rubbed my face. "Yes, of course." 

"l'Il be okay. Can | use your computer? | want to see if | can find any information on Calserine Luna" 


| frowned. 


"Okay, nevermind." 


"No, it's fine. Of course, you can. | just „what kind of information do you think you're going to find?" 
"| don't know." 
| started to question him further but maybe | didn't want to know. "Okay, sure. Knock yourself out.” 


| met Will, Sean, and Mike at the studio we rent for rehearsing and we played for a couple hours. My head 
wasn't in it at all. And | guess it was apparent. 


"How was your trip home, dude?" Mike asked me. 
"Not bad. Went by way too fast" | lied. Sort of. 


He looked at me. | could feel him trying to figure out what was going on. That squint he does was boring right 
through me. 


"What?" | asked and turned away, noodling some random riff on my guitar. 
"You seem off" 

"Kinda tired." 

"Oh." 

"Hey, has Sydney ever asked to come on the road with you?" 

"Uh, no. Not really. Why?" 

"Just wondered." 

"Someone ask to come with you? | didn't know there was someone that special to you." 
"There isn't. | mean „kind of. But it's not what you think" 

"What do | think?" Mike gave me that damn grin of his but | knew better. 
"Nothing. Nevermind." 

"You're seeing someone and she wants to come out on the road?" 


"No. 


"Tell me, Cantrell!" 

| glanced at the others. "Don't worry about it. I'll get it sorted before we leave." 
"You'll dump her before we leave." 

"That's not what | said!" 

"You didn't have to," Mike chuckled. 


One harmless, little comment and | was in a sour mood again. The house was dark when | got home. | parked 
the Vette in the garage and went inside. The cats ran to greet me. 


"Hey, rats. Where's Stone?" 


"Right here." The boy appeared in the doorway, wearing nothing but my old Led Zeppelin t-shirt. He was 


clutching the hem and pulling it down to cover his cock. 
"Stone," | pushed his name out with a soft gasp. 
"You were gone a long time," he pouted as he walked toward me. 


"| was working." | wound my arms around him, hands already pulling the thin t-shirt up and gathering it in the 


small of his back He was doing wonders for my sour mood 

"| was exploring your house" 

"And talking to my cats?" 

"Yes" He kissed me. 

"What secrets did they tell you this time?" 

"No secrets. They said you're a good human. You take good care of them’ 
"| try! 

"But they hate it when you leave" 

"Part of the job. They know this" | stole a kiss. 


"But they still hate it. And | will hate it, too, if you leave me here." 


"Stone," | began, but he kissed me to shut me up. 

"Take me to bed, old man’ 

By now, my hands were kneading his ass cheeks and he was rubbing his body against the crotch of my jeans. 
"You're a naughty, little elf" 

"Then punish me" 

"Jesus Christ, Stone." | picked him up and carried him to the bedroom, laying him down on the bed. 

He pulled the t-shirt over his head and threw it at me. 


| caught it with one hand while | let my eyes travel over his naked body. He was flawless. His skin was so 
smooth and soft. | wanted to taste every square inch. "You're so fucking beautiful." 


He giggled. "Don't just stand there! Take your clothes of fl" 

‘| just want to watch you for a minute." 

"Nol" 

| had to laugh at his eagerness. It really stroked an old man's ego. "I've created a monster." 
"A monster?!" 

"Yes, you." | sat down on the bed. 

Stone got up and slid into my lap. "I'm an elf, not a monster." 


"I know, baby. Its an expression. It means | gave you something you really liked so now you want it all the 


time." 
"| do. | liked it." 
"| liked it, too." 


"So you're a monster, too?" 
| laughed again. "Sure. I'm a monster, too.” | swept his hair off his shoulder and then lightly touched his ear. 


Stone closed his eyes and softly moaned. The expression of abandon on his face made me harder inside my 


jeans. 

"You look so hot like this” | kissed his throat as | rubbed his ear. 
"Jerry," he sighed. 

"What, baby?" 

"Make love. Please?" 


| kissed him again. "Will you come for me? Let me rub your ears while I'm inside you and come nice and hard 


for me." 

"Oh, fuck. Yes." 

| didn't undress. Stone was in too much of a hurry. He took my cock out of my jeans and climbed right on 
While he moved up and down on it, | used both hands to rub his ears, stroking my thumbs to match his 
rhythm. 

"Jerry" He sounded so desperate. 

"Feel good, love?" 

"So good! Fuck, Jerry!" 

"Move faster." 

He picked up his pace, moaning louder as he came down hard, sending my dick deep. 

| moved one hand to the back of his neck and pulled him closer, giving his parted lips a hungry kiss. | was just 
as desperate as he was. The difference between us was that Stone wasn't afraid to let me know how much he 
needed it. 

| don't think | ever made someone come so hard. Between fucking him and playing with his ears, | brought him 
to his first climax within minutes. Then Stone came again just before | did. His second orgasm was so intense, 
he cried out and trembled in my arms. 

‘| love you! Oh Jerry, | love you so much!" he cried as he clung to me with arms so tight around my neck. 


| was overwhelmed. Tears filled my eyes and | rushed to wipe them free before Stone noticed. 


That night, | held him in my arms as we went to sleep. | stared into the darkness, begging my heart to slow 


down. | was about to tell him | wanted him to come with me. Against all sense, | said, "| want you to come with 


me on the tour, Stone." 


"Okay," he yawned and snuggled in. 


Eighteen 


It was becoming a habit now. Stone was gone from the bed when | awoke. | guess he's an early riser. It was 
after ten when | woke up. | took the time to think about the previous night. Stone and | made love and it was 
intense. Stone held nothing back and it was overwhelming to me. This boy loved me and it was a love I'd never 
felt from anyone before. Not even Courtney. Stone needed me and wanted me and trusted me to meet those 
needs. That was the part that overwhelmed me. He didn't feel the need to protect himself from me. He trusted 
that | wouldn't hurt him. Maybe that was easier to do, knowing that our time together was limited. Knowing 


that he would eventually return to his true love. His real love. 


The house was quiet. | didn't hear any giggles or one side of a conversation with my cats. | used the bathroom 
and splashed cold water on my face to punish myself for those last thoughts. Then | opened the doors to the 
patio. A few minutes alone in the sun should do the trick. Then maybe | could entice Stone into the pool for a 


mid-morning, clothing-optional swim. It seemed Stone had other plans, though. 


Sitting on the edge of the pool in his underwear with his feet dangling in the water, Stone was playing his pan 
flute. His eyes were closed and a ripple of concentration was etched across his forehead. The cats were 
lounging on either side of him. Teddi seemed to have fallen asleep while Dealer looked up at Stone with an 
obvious expression of affection and interest. Stone didn't notice me right away so | stopped and watched him 
for a moment. Whatever he was playing was beautiful. It was slow and soft when | first approached, but now it 
was building in intensity. 

The water in the pool began to tremble and splash, like when heavy raindrops hit the glassy surface and 
disrupt it. | reached out to brace myself against the side of the house, fearing another earthquake. | opened 
my mouth to call out to Stone when | noticed the house nor the ground beneath my feet was shaking. The 
water was swirling and dancing faster and faster. | watched in disbelief. Was the water responding to Stone's 
song? Teddi and Dealer both stood up and looked down into the pool. Their hackles were raised and they cried 


out. 


He opened his eyes and stopped playing. The water sloshed back down in the pool. "I'm sorry, guys. | didn't ..” 
Stone scowled and looked down at the instrument. 


| stepped forward, raking my fingers through my hair. "Stone, what was that?" 

He looked up at me, his mouth hanging open. "I l dont know." 

"What were you playing?" 

"| don't knowl" He stood up and rushed to me. Now, he looked panic-stricken. | pulled him into a hug, 


"You know you did that, right? Is that thing magical or something?" 


"No, it's just „its my pan flute." 

| led him over to one of the lounge chairs. "Try it again" 

The cats hurried after Stone and me, circling around his feet and crying as he looked up at him 
"He's okay, rats. What are they saying?" 


"They want to know the same things as you. What happened. What did | do?" Stone looked down at them. "I don't 
know what | did." 


"What were you playing, baby?" 


"| don't remember what | was playing!" He nearly shouted Then he sighed and his ears slowly sagged. "I'm 


sorry. | didn't mean to yell at you.” 


| sat down next to him, putting an arm around his back. "Its okay. Relax. Take a deep breath, close your eyes, 


and play." 


He nodded and closed his eyes. | lightly rubbed his back. Stone took a slow deep breath and then started to 
play. It sounded nothing like the first song. "That's not it, is it?" 


| shook my head. "Stay right there." | went inside and returned with an acoustic guitar. “Okay, just listen for a 
second" | tried to play the first few notes of the soft part of his song that | heard when | first came outside. 
"Does that sound familiar?" 

Stone closed his eyes. "I don't think so." 

As | played those notes again, | spoke softly, "Try to remember where you heard it. Did you pick it up with the 
carnival? Was it back on Calserine Luna? Did your father play that song for you when you were learning? 
Maybe it was a song that you and Andy knew." 

He opened his eyes and glared at me. "I don't know, Jerry!" 

"Okay, okay." | started to rub his back again. "I'm sorry, baby. Forget it. Did you eat breakfast?" 

"No. | fed the cats because they came and woke me up.’ 


| looked down at them. "Bad rats. Let Stone sleep or Daddy won't give you those snacks you like." 


He murmured, "Daddy." His brow knotted again. "My father." He opened his eyes again. Stone stood up and 
started pacing back and forth. 


My hands rested on the guitar strings. | watched his bare feet shuffle against the concrete. My eyes traveled 
up his long, bare legs and continued on to his stomach. | could see the sun-kissed glow that being in California 
was giving him. Keep it in your pants, JC. Jesus. 

"| remember .." he whispered. 


"What do you remember, sweetheart?" | put the guitar down, ready to stand up and reach for him. 


"My father he was in the salon, my sisters were begging him to let them go .." He stopped pacing and turned 
to look at the pool. 


"Go where?" | gently urged him to continue. 

"| don't know. | don't remember. | was outside ..| was just returning from meeting with Andy ..we used to meet 
on an island in the Sound ..a small island that nobody knew about. | would canoe out there and he would meet 
me. | remember he said that his father had been up all night, meeting with his advisors behind closed doors. 
He thought they were planning something and it worried him .." 


"He was planning his attack." 


Stone nodded. "No sooner had | put my canoe away and walked inside, | heard .." he stopped and turned around 


to look at me with wide eyes. "I heard it" 

"Okay." | stood up. "Let's go get something to eat and we'll try to work on this later." 

But Stone didn't move. He looked down, his ears folding over again. "Jerry?" 

"What, love? What is it?" | went to him and put an arm around his shoulders. 

"| don't think | don't want to think about that day again. | haven't thought about much at all since I've been 
here „it just hurts too much to remember it all" He sniffled and turned his body toward me, curling in against 


my chest. 


"Shh. It's okay, baby. You don't have to. It was just a little trick Magic. You know that you're magical to me." | 


kissed his hair. "Let me make you some pancakes." 
"With chocolate chips?" 


| smiled. "Of course.” 


Nineteen 


For two days, neither of us brought up what happened in the pool. | went to rehearsals and band meetings, 
preparing for the tour. Stone remained at the house, scouring the internet for any information about his home 
or elves in general. He was disappointed to learn that humans generally didn't believe in elves and only thought 
of them as mythical beings like fairies and unicorns. 

"Fairies are real?" | asked during one of his rants about ‘stupid humans‘. 

"Of COURSE, they're real. You've never seen one?" 

"No. They're here, on Earth?" 

"Yes." 

"You'll have to point one out next time you see her. It? Them? Are all fairies girls?" 


Stone rolled his eyes and muttered, "Rude." 


| came home after dark one evening and found Stone on the patio, building a fire in the pit. There was a pizza 
box on the bench beside him. "What's going on here?" 


"IFs a lovely night. | wanted to make a fire and sit with you." 
"That sounds nice." 

He held his hand out for me. "Come." 

"How did you order pizza?" 

"You're credit card information is saved on your computer.” 
"It is?!" 

Stone giggled. "Yes." 

"And all you bought was one pizza?" 


"Maybe." He urged me onto the lounge chair and brought the pizza box with him when he straddled my lap. He 


opened the box and said, "Have some." 


| noticed there were already two slices missing. "You didn't even wait for me?" 


"| was hungry! 
"You're always hungry: 

"Im a growing boy’ 

| took a slice from the box. "You are not. You're a four-hundred-year-old elf" 
He leaned over and put the box down "When we do we leave?" 

"Leave for what?" 

"Your tour.” 

"Oh, uh, two weeks." 

"Where? And how will | fly?" 

"We're taking a bus.” 

"A bus?" 

| nodded and took a bite of the pizza 

This seemed to perplex Stone. He scowled. 


"| mean its not like the buses from the carnival. It's a big bus with beds and a kitchen and air conditioning. 


You'll love it" 

"Who else will be on this bus?" 

"My band, our techs, our tour manager." 

He scowled again. 

"What's wrong?" 

"We won't be alone?" 

"Afraid not. But we will have our own hotel rooms at each stop." 


Now, he grinned. "Okay!" 


| know how much you liked our nights in the hotels." | finished the slice of pizza, nibbling on the leftover crust. 
Stone nodded. "It was fun!" He was quiet for a few moments and then softly went on, "We don't have hotels like 
those. We have Tiny, little inns. Like one or two bedrooms in someone's home and the lady of the house would 
do all the cooking and cleaning. And definitely no pools! Only ponds and streams and the sound" 

"Did you swim in the sound?" 

He nodded again. "All the time! Andy and | loved to go swimming." With a giggle, he added, "Naked" 

| gave him an exaggerated gasp. "You naughty elf." 

Stone smiled. | could see the sadness in his eyes. "We had so much fun. It was like like we never had to grow 
up or worry about anything. | never thought about what would happen when | would become king or when 


Andy would take over his kingdom. We just all we knew was that we loved each other and our days were filled 


with fun and laughter." 


| threaded my fingers through his hair, brushing it off his shoulder. "Your father wasn't preparing you to take 


over?" 
Stone shook his head "Not really. Not yet. | was too young" 

"Too young? How old was your father?" 

"| dont know. Much, much older: 

"How old is much, much older? How old do elves get?" 

"Over one thousand, probably. | don't remember." He quickly shook his head "I dont know. | don't KNOW" 


"Wow," was all | could say. Was it possible Stone didn't know? | always thought he was an older elf who just 
appeared as a young human boy. Surely, at times, he sounded like an older, wiser elf. 


Stone nodded with a deep frown 
"And your sisters?" 
"Older than me. But just a little." 


The pizza was forgotten about. Stone curled up between my legs and rested his head on my stomach. | petted 
his hair as he stared into the fire. 


'| didn't know they followed me. | guess they must have followed Andy. His father must have known that he 


was meeting me. Andy led him to me and | led him to my family." 

"Stone, you don't have to tell me all of this. You don't have to think about it now." 

| want to," he murmured. "It's all coming back to me now" He remained quiet for a long time before he 
continued in a whisper. "I left my canoe on the shore and wandered into the house. All | wanted to do was steal 
some of my mother's doonie tickas that she just made. | could smell it as | walked into the house. | would eat 
it in my room and then take a nap." 


"What is doonie tickas?" 


"Mmm," he purred. "It's like your crumb cake except it has doonie drizzled on top of it and we eat it warm. 


Doonie is like „um „it's sweet and kinda sticky." 
"Like honey? Is it made by bees?" 
He lifted his head to look at me. "Bees?" 


"Yeah. Bees are insects. They collect pollen from flowers and make honey. It's kind of golden in color, sweet, and 


sticky." 

‘Oh. We call those zim-zims. No, this is made by boiling it and then letting it cool so it gets thick” 

"Ah. Molasses." 

"Whatever." 

"Maybe you can make some in my kitchen" 

| don't know how to use your machines." 

| can show you." 

"Okay." He went back to talking about that day. "I was on my way to my room when | stopped to eavesdrop on 
my father and my sisters. When | was a child, | was able to do that all the time. They never noticed me. Even 


as | got bigger, they never seemed to know | was there. This time, my sisters were begging my father to 
allow them to spend the sun quarter in Anacortes." 


"What's that?" 


"The kingdom to the north. That's where people go on holiday during the sun quarter." 


"Is that your summer?" 
"Yes, when it's warmer." 
"Your sisters wanted to go alone, | assume." 


"Yes, and father said no. | was glad. If had let them go, | thought, then | wouldn't be able to see Andy as much. 
They wouldn't be home to distract my parents." 


"Of course." 

| feel bad for thinking that." 

| understand. You were a young man in love. Of course, you'd want to spend all your time with Andy." | noticed 
he went quiet again so | brought my other hand down to his head. From what he said the other day about 
this, | knew what was coming next. "You don't have to go on, Stone." 

"No, 1." he broke off into a hum. "| remember. They barged in the back door, the same way that | had come 
in. My mother screamed but it only lasted a second. | heard you know that sound when a knife.. My father 
jumped to his feet and pushed my sisters behind him as he drew his sword. | was caught „my father was 
running toward me from this way. King Wood's guardsmen were coming from that way. | didn't ..." 

"Stone." 

"| hid" He sat up again and looked at me with tears rolling down his cheeks. 

‘Love, you don't have to go through this. That's enough for tonight. Let me take you inside." 

After | got him tucked into bed, | turned to leave him for a minute so | could put the fire out. 

Stone grabbed my wrist. "Jerry." 

"Its all right. | need to put the fire out. I'll be right back." 

He sniffled and shook his head. 

"Teddi, Dealy? Come keep Stone company until | come back." 

First Dealer, then Teddi jumped onto the bed 


"Okay? I'll be just a minute." 


He nodded and then laughed softly when Teddi climbed up on his chest and sat down, facing him. 


| put out the fire and then stored the rest of the pizza in the fridge. When | returned to the bedroom, the 
cats were curled into balls at the foot of the bed and Stone was sound asleep. "Good work, rats," | whispered. "l 
wish | could understand you the way that he does." As | undressed, | continued to talk to them. "Do you like 
him? He really likes you guys. Of course, you know that. | really like him. If he can't make it home, I'd like him 
to stay with us. What do you guys think?" 


Teddi gave a low, purring meow and rolled over on her back 


"Good girl" | climbed into bed and wrapped my arms around my boy. "I love you. | would take all of your 
heartache and pain, myself, if it made you feel better." | kissed the back of his shoulder. 


"Love you," he mumbled. 

To my surprise, Stone was still asleep when | woke up. | found myself on my back with the boy tucked against 
my side, his arm thrown across my chest. With my hand covering his, | stayed still, letting his story replay in 
my mind. Where did the song fit into all of this? Why did his playing the song trigger these buried memories? 
Then | remembered Stone hummed part of the song before he told me about Andy's father invading his home. 
| hummed the part of the song that Stone hummed last night. | hummed it, again and again, just a little faster 
each time. It began to sound like a march to me. | tapped my fingers against Stone's hand. One, two, three, 
four, five, six. One, two, three, four, five, six. | continued to tap and hum. 

"Stone. Baby, wake up." | needed him to try to play it again on his pan flute. "Stone." | gently shook his hand. 

He grumbled and curled in tighter, burying his head. 

"Come on, wake up. | think | figured out the song." 

"Don't want to talk about it." 

"Okay, but the magic .| think you can do it again" 

"No." 


"No?" 


He tightened his grip around me. "Don't care. I'm not playing it again" 


Twenty 


Last night must have been harder on him than | thought. Stone had retreated inside himself and put up his 
walls like he had when we first met. | decided not to press him. Maybe magic happened a lot where he was 
from but for me, it was something I'd never seen before and | wanted to see it again | wanted to watch him 
play that song again to see what else would happen Maybe he would try it again later. Maybe he wouldn't. ld 
be a dick to keep bugging him about it, though. | let him hold onto me while | petted his hair 

"How about | stay home today and we can do whatever you want?" 

"Whatever | want?" he murmured against my chest. 

| smiled. "OF course, baby. What do you want to do?" 

He didn't answer right away. Instead, | heard him hum. 

"Can't think of anything? Okay, | have an idea" 

'Nol" Stone lifted his head. "I want you to make me a big breakfast and then | want to swim in the pool, naked” 
"That's it? That doesn't sound very exciting to me" 

"Well, you will be naked, too." 

"| will? 

rae 

ink 

He sat up and scrambled over me to get out of bed 

"And what do you want for breakfast?" 

"Pancakes with chocolate chips and rainbow sprinkles and maple syrup" 

My stomach did a flip-flop just hearing that. "Really?" 


He nodded. "Oh! And hot dogs." 


| made a face as | stood. "Hot dogs for breakfast?" 


Again, Stone nodded. 
“Anything else?" 
"Hot chocolate with whipped cream!" he giggled and bounced into the bathroom. 


Dear god. Well, that's what | get for telling him he can have anything he wants. | was beginning to think | got 
played. | put on clean shorts while Teddi slinked into the bathroom after Stone. 


Dealer was still on the bed, staring at me. 

"What are those two doing in there?" 

He blinked at me. 

From the bathroom, | heard, "| don't want to tell him the rest. It's too much. It hurts too much." 

| wondered what the rest was. Surely, he saw his entire family be murdered. | knew that much. And | knew 
that Andy had begged his father to let Stone live. Was Andy there, too, and Stone didn't want to tell me? How 
had Andy known? Did he know of his father's plan the whole time? That would explain why he was reluctant to 
tell me. But he had spoken highly of Andy and their love before. No, Andy couldn't sold him out like that. | 
pondered those things as | went out to the kitchen to start Stone's breakfast. | don't know why there were 
rainbow sprinkles in my pantry. | was pretty sure | never had cause to use rainbow sprinkles before. 

He was carrying Teddi in his arms when he came out of the bedroom and down the hall. He was also naked. 
"You didn't say anything about eating breakfast in your birthday suit," | commented as | flipped a pancake. 
"What's a birthday suit?" He put Teddi down on the island. 

"You know, the suit you were born in? Nothing. Naked." 

"Oh. | like being naked" He stole a handful of chocolate chips from the bowl beside the stove. 

| can see that. | like you being naked, too." 


"| know." He rubbed against me. 


"Someone is frisky this morning. Are you sure you're okay, baby?" | plated two pancakes and a hotdog and 
handed it to him. 


‘lm good. | just want to put all of that stuff behind me again and focus on trying to figure out how to get 


home." 


"Okay." | poured him a big, steaming mug of hot chocolate and then took a can of whipped cream out of the 
fridge, squirting a mountain of it on top of the mug. 


He grabbed the can from me and squirted some into his mouth. 
"Hey!" 


Stone turned away from me when | tried to grab it back. "I want to keep it!" he shouted with his mouth full. 


After he swallowed, "We can use it later" 

"You naughty, little elf” 

| sipped coffee while Stone sat on the island and ate six pancakes topped with whipped cream and syrup and 
four hotdogs. He offered me a bite of pancake and | was pretty sure | was going to slip into a sugar coma just 
from looking at it. 

"You know you have your bare ass on my kitchen island." 

He shrugged. 

‘lm going to need to hit the store to restock the pantry with you here." 

"Shall | leave?" he asked without looking up from his plate. 

"No, but | might need to get a second job just to pay for your groceries." 

"So be it" 

"You brat." 

After he was finished eating, he opened the door, ran across the patio, and cannonballed into the pool. Teddi and 
Dealer slowly followed him out. | cleaned up the kitchen, making sure to keep one ear on the splashing outside. 
He had eaten so much, | was afraid it would be like a lead weight in his stomach. 

The mood swings were back. | didn't really worry about them this time as the cause was evident. In talking to 
me last night, he came too close to all the things he buried and locked away. Now, he was overcompensating. | 
didn't want all those memories to be buried again, though. | didn't want Stone to hurt but | felt like talking 
about that day might help us figure out what the magic was. That could be a key in discovering how to send 
him back to Calserine Luna. Surely, he had to know this, too. | was going to have to give him a bit of time and 


then approach the subject with delicacy. 


He was floating on his back with his arms outstretched. The cats sat at the pool's edge, watching him. | 


thought for sure that they were talking to each other. Maybe Teddi was trying to talk some sense into him. 
As quietly as | could, | took my shorts off and walked down the steps, into the water. l'm sure she told him | 
was there if he didn't hear me, himself. But he didn't move. Stone continued to float as he waded up to him 
and gently slid my arms under his back. 

"Jerry?" 

"Yes, my love?" 

"It wouldn't be so bad if | just stayed here, right? Its what you want" 

"It is what | want, but you can't stay. You know that. Andy needs you. The people of Calserine Luna need you." 
"But | can't help them, even if | do go back." 

"Why not?" 

"Because l'm just ..'m a coward. | hid." 

"You're not a coward, Stone." 

He rolled out of my arms and turned on his stomach, swimming a few feet away from me. 

"Stone." 

‘lam a coward, Jerry. | should have done something. Anything} | just ..| hid while he slaughtered my entire 
family." He stood in the shallow water, his wet hair covered half of his face while he looked at me with such a 
horrible, broken look. 
| waded up to him and took him in my arms. "Shh. | dont know what else you think you could have done, love. If 
you hadn't hid, he would have killed you, too. l'm so sorry your family is gone but you have the chance to go 
home and fix some of this. You want to free Andy. You want to take back your kingdom. How could you do any 
of that if you were dead, too?" 

"But | can't!" he wailed as he clung to me. 

| led him over and sat him down on the top step. Keeping my arm around him, | let Stone cry against my chest 
until he got it all out. When | thought he might listen to me, | quietly asked, "How did you manage to survive on 
Earth all by yourself for twenty years?" 


"| wasn't all by myself. | had Esme." 


"But you were still smart and clever. You knew how to get by" 


"So" 


"All l'm saying is that you managed to live here, a place that isn't your home. Surely, you know Calserine Luna 
better than Earth. You know what to do to survive there. Aren't there people your family knew still there? 


Like Esme, you can find someone to help you." 


He pulled out of my embrace and fell into the water with a soft splash. Stone waded away from me, sinking 
down into the water and swimming to the far end of the pool. | watched and waited, giving him space again, 
hoping he would consider what I'd said. 


| told you. | don't want to talk about it anymore." 
"I know, baby. I'm not trying to make you." 


He swam back to me and gave me an impish, little grin before he pushed my knees apart and ducked his head 
under water, taking me in his mouth. 


| was half-tempted to reach for him and pull him up. He didn't have to do this. But | realized he was probably 
doing it more for himself than for me. A way to distract me and make me stop. | rested one hand on his head 


while | leaned back on my other hand and looked up at the sky. 


Later, Stone had fallen asleep on a lounge chair with Teddi and | went inside. The clock was ticking. There were 
only a few days left before we would leave for the tour with Korn It was time for me to start packing a bag. 
While | was at it, | decided to make sure Stone had his things together, too. As | started to go through the 
two bags that Pop had given him, | realized that half the clothes | washed for Stone were still neatly folded 
and stacked in the suitcase. The pan flute lay on top. | picked it up and brought over to the bed. 


Holding it in both hands, | closed my eyes. | don't know if | was trying to feel something or what. Maybe the 
magic was in the instrument, not in the song it played. But | don't remember seeing anything happen when he 
played it on the ranch. Except maybe the effect it had on my poor, old heart. | brought it to my lips, 
wondering what kind of sound | could produce. 


"What are you doing?" 


My eyes snapped open to find Stone standing in the doorway. 


Twenty-one 


Author's Notes: 
| know it's been about a month since I've updated. Inspiration struck in the unlikeliest of places. Iron And Wine. 
Just know that my WIPs are generally always on my mind and | want to complete them. The universe just has 


other plans sometimes. 


Caught red-handed. 

Stone quickly grabbed the pan flute out of my hands. "Why do you have this?" 

"Stone, | -" 

"Why? Why can't you just leave it alone?" 

| could tell he was pissed at me. His eyes were laser-sharp and piercing a hole in my head. As much as | felt 
sheepish for getting caught and for inviting his fury, | didn't know to leave well enough alone. "Because | think 
you're making a mistake. | understand that it's hard to think about all of that, but you need to. Stone, you 


don't belong here." 


Those laser-sharp eyes faltered. The corners of his lips sagged as he turned to put the pan flute back in his 
bag. And then he pulled on a pair of shorts. 


"And why aren't you wearing all of those clean clothes?" 

"What's the point? | never go anywhere. 

| took a deep breath and slowly blew it out my pursed lips. "Stone" 

"Jerry! Why are you doing this? Why don't | belong here? | dol | belong with you" 


"As much as | love hearing that, you don't. You belong in Calserine Luna, saving Andy, saving your people. | 


believe in you. You cannot hide here anymore." 
"lam not hiding! He sent me here!" 


"I know, baby. But you can go back. | know you can. We just have to figure it out. | think your pan flute is the 


key. 


"| am free here," he murmured as he came to sit down beside me on the bed. "At least, | was’ 
"OF course you are. You're free now! 

"You will take me on your tour?" When | hesitated, he rolled his eyes. 

"Yes. Yes, | will" | watched his fingers playing with a stray thread on the hem of his shorts 
"There's more to that day. More | haven't told you" 

"| assumed that. You don't have to tell me, Stone” 

"| do. You don't understand why | don't want to go but if you knew the whole story, you would” 
"Okay" 


"Andy's father and his men raided our home. They killed my mother in the kitchen and my father and sisters 
in the lounge. | slipped away and crawled into a cupboard. | remember hiding there often when | was smaller. It 
was always the first place Father looked if he needed to find me. | suspected he always knew when | was in 
there, listening to his conversations. Everything had gone silent. There was no more screaming and yelling and 
no more of the sound of swords crashing together or ..or of striking through flesh." He looked at me with 
such anguish in his eyes. "Do you know what that sounds like?" 


| shook my head. | hated putting him through this. 


| could hear boots on the wooden floor and Andy's father ordering people around. He told them to look for me. 
He knew | was there. | knew that every one of my family members and my father's guard had been killed. | 
was the only one left. And somehow, that ..it angered me. | crawled out of the cupboard and bumped right into 
the king's boots. He towered over me as | was still on my hands and knees when | looked up at him. He drew 
his sword. It was like ..in a split second the anger | felt just it melted away and | was ready to die, to join my 


family.” 


My heart was pounding in my chest as | listened to his story. When he paused, | let out a breath and raked 
my fingers through my hair. 


"He was about to strike me down when we both heard him. Andy burst through to door and screamed. He 
begged his father to spare me. He cried and screamed at the king over what he'd done to my family. The king 
agreed to let me live but he didn't get the idea to banish me for another several weeks. Instead, he kept me in 


his prison. | was taken back to Vashon and put in a cell in the castle tower." 


"Oh, Stone." 


"Andy came to see me shortly after | was locked away. But | was angry with him. Angry at everything. | 
blamed him for my family's death. | told him he should have let me die, too, because | did not want to spend 
my life in the cell. We began to try to formulate a plan to set me free. And then suddenly, Andy stopped 
visiting. | learned from the king that he had intercepted Andy on his way to see me one day and banished him 
to Teampall An Mhadra." 


"What is that?" 

"It is the penitentiary on Vashon. He put his own son in prison" 

"How long were you in the castle tower? Why did the king suddenly send you to Earth?" 

"| was in the tower for several weeks in our time. Eight, perhaps. He sent me to Earth after he took Andy 
away. | think he just got exasperated with me. | was an unruly prisoner." He looked up at me with a twinkle in 
his eye. 

"Do you remember how it happened?" 


He nodded. "| was brought down to the castle courtyard. There was a gallows set up. The king was going to 


have me hanged. Now that Andy was gone, there was no one to stand up for me. He could just get rid of me." 


| remember the trumpet blasts as they walked me up the steps .." Stone's hand flew to his neck. "The rope 
was so ..| remember feeling annoyed that the course rope scratched my skin. And then the king ordered them 
to stop. Just as they were about to open the trap door." 


A chill ran down my spine. This beautiful creature was a breath away from death twice at the hands of 
Andy's father. No wonder he didn't want to go home. 


"then the king ordered them to bring me to his throne room. | heard the song again." He hummed the song | 
heard him playing on his pan flute. "There was a warlock there. He had my pan flute in his hands. | don't know 
where he found it. | didn't even miss it until | realized that all that time in the tower, | hadn't had it. The 
warlock gave it to me and said something in a language | didn't understand. And then, suddenly, | was here. | 


was in Seattle, in the middle of the tent city." 


Winding my arm around his shoulders, | pulled him against my side and kissed his hair. "You never have to go 
through that again." 


"| know. Because I'm not going back." 
"That is your decision to make." 


"But you think it's the wrong one." 


‘| do." 

"But why?!" he cried and wiggled his shoulders, getting me to move my arm. 

"Because Andy didn't give up on you." 

Stone was quiet for a long time, again playing with that stray thread. "Neither did you." 
"Me?" | was surprised. "What did | do?" 

"You took me from Drumpf. You saved me from him, even when | wasn't very nice to you." 


Ill let you in on a little secret. Your mouth said things that weren't very nice, but | didn't pay attention to 
that. | paid attention to your eyes. There was always a certain look in your eyes that made me sure of you. | 


knew that you wanted me there." 


There was a thick, fluffy blanket of fog lingering close to the ground as | walked through the empty 
fairgrounds. All the rides and food trucks were still there, all of the games and their stuffed toy prizes, but 
the fair was empty of people. No barkers calling out to people to play the games, no ride attendants, no Santos 
or Drumpf. | walked down the midway, in search of Stone and Emily's tent of oddities. It was at the far end of 
the midway, barely visible in the fog. The tent flap lazily blew in the soft summer breeze. When | reached to 
pull it back and step inside, suddenly instead of holding the canvas in my hand, | was holding a heavy iron handle 
attached to a thick wooden door. Ignoring the inexplicable change, | pulled the heavy door open and the fog 


immediately cleared | was momentarily distracted by watching it roll away. 


In the middle of an empty wooden floor, stood Stone dressed in a tuxedo complete with a white vest under a 
black coat with tails. His hair was neatly pulled back in a low ponytail and his eyes sparkled when he smiled at 
me. He held out his white-gloved hand to me. 


When | glanced down at myself, | noticed that | was wearing the same thing. | crossed the room and took his 
hand, wrapping my other arm around his waist. | led him in the most graceful, floating-on-air waltz I'd ever 
seen, much less performed myself. His smile was so soft and serene as we glided around the dancefloor. | 
heard it in my head, growing louder until we could both hear it. One-two-three-four-five-six. It was the 
march. It was Stone's song that he'd played and I'd been trying to figure out ever since. 

He frowned. He knew it was the song that made the magic happen, too. 

"Stone, we have to figure this out" 


"| told you | don't want to." 


"I know you don't want to, but it's the key to your past. To unlocking all of those memories and figuring out 
how to send you home. Don't you want to go home?" 


"No!" And he turned so abruptly, the tails of his jacket snapped. 
"Stone! Stone, wait!" 

He disappeared, becoming a plume of smoke blending in with the fog. 
The music played on. That same, never-ending six-count. | could hear the soft thump of a bass counting out 
the beat. One-two-three-four-five-six. | wanted to go grab my guitar while it was all still playing. Okay. Wake 
up, Cantrell. Come on Wakey-wakey. But the dream wouldn't die. | stood in the middle of the dance floor by 
myself in my fancy tuxedo. The fog rolled back in, thicker than before. | couldn't see five feet in front of me. 
"Stone?" | took a small cautious step forward. "Stone? Where are you?" 

"I'll never tell," was whispered in my ear. It wasn't Stone's voice. 

| swung around and the fog swirled around me but nothing was there. "Stone?" 

"Face it, Junior. You're stuck with him." It was Pop whispering in my ear. 

"Nol" | tried to leave, searching for the door | had come through but the fog was just too heavy and even 
though | was running in one direction, the room didn't seem to end. | never touched a wall. "No!" | screamed 
this time. 

"Jerry." 

"No, Pop!" 


"Jerry!" He had grabbed me by my shoulders and started shaking me. 


When | tried to wrench free from his grasp, | woke up. | was dazed and tried to push Pop away before my 
eyes focused and | realized it was Stone. Desperately, perhaps to prove to myself and Pop ringing in my ears 


that | wanted Stone, | grabbed him and pulled him into a tight hug. | wasn't pushing him to go back to Calserine 


Luna because | didn't really want him to stay, was |? 


Twenty-two 


Author's Notes: 

Its been four months since | updated this story. I'm so sorry for the long delay. With 2020 being such shit, all 
ambition and motivation completely left me. I've taken time to reread this story and get reacquainted with the 

characters. Please go easy on me with this chapter. I'm still getting refamiliarized with these two and the plot. 

| hope this ends up taking us in the direction we need to go. Thank youl 


Maybe | was having these dreams because | didn't really want Stone to stay. There was no use in fighting 
those thoughts anymore. Loving someone and wanting them to stay and be around you all the time are two 
different things. | can acknowledge that my love for Stone is a healthier kind of love than I've ever experienced 


before. And | can acknowledge that it's okay to want him to go home. 


Over a more traditional breakfast of eggs and bacon and coffee, | sat Stone down at the dining table. | needed 
to tell him some of these things. 


He regarded me with a suspicious glint in his eyes. "Why do you keep having these dreams about me?" 


"That's what | wanted to talk to you about," | began, pausing to take a sip of coffee. | found myself stalling, 


watching as | turned the fork over in my fingers. 

"Well, talk, old man" | could hear the trepidation in his voice. Somehow, he knew what was coming. 

"| love you. Stone, | love you more and in better ways than | ever loved anyone before. | love you in ways 
where | want to protect you and keep you safe. | love you in ways where | want to sit here like this and talk 
to you about anything. | want to hear all your secrets and stories about your past. | love you in the way | 
think you deserve to be loved" 

His expression softened and he looked down at his plate. "But?" he murmured. 

"But that love is separate from what | know is best for you." | squeezed my eyes closed for a moment. Tell 
him the fucking truth, JC. "No. That's not the truth. | won't pass this onto you anymore. Stone, | don't want 
you to stay. | love you so much and | don't want you to stay with me." 

Those damn ears folded as his entire body sagged. "I don't understand." 


As gently as possible, | whispered, "Yes, you do." 


"But, but „when you love someone, you want to be near them. You, you want to be around them all the time. 


Don't you? Don't you want to be near me all the time?" 


"Yes. That's not the same thing as staying here. You know that" 

"No, | don't!" He started to tear up. 

"Stone, if you stay here, it will be a mistake. You have work to do on Calserine Luna And | ..1 am not the kind 
of man to settle down and make a life with someone. | am not the kind of man who wants a live-in, full-time 
partner and lover. That is the kind of life you should have with Andy, not me." 


"How can you say you really love me if you don't want me?" 


"| didn't say | don't want you. | don't know how to explain this better, Stone. | would do anything for you but if 


the choice is between you staying with me and you going home, then my desire is for you to go home." 
"What if | desire neither?" 

"You don't want to stay here anymore?" 

"| will not stay with someone who doesn't want me." 

| took a deep breath. This was going all wrong. | needed to try a different approach. "Do you remember those 
first couple of days before we began our journey back here? You spoke of wanting to find a way to return all 
the time. You asked for my help in figuring out how to do it. Don't you remember that? You even felt bad for 
me because you knew | was falling in love with you but you still spoke of returning.’ 

| changed my mind." 

"| don't think you did, Stone. | think you fell in love with me, too. And | think you are afraid” 


‘lam afraid to go back" 


| know. And if | could change that, | would. You are older and wiser and stronger than you were when you first 


arrived here, on Earth. It will be difficult when you return but | believe in you. Andy believes in you." 
"How do | even know Andy is still alive?" 


| reached across the table and took his hand. "Close your eyes. Do you feel deep down in your soul that he is 


gone?" 
Stone frowned as more tears came. He shook his head. "No." 


"Then he isn't gone. He's waiting for you, baby." 


“That's not fair." 

But it's true. He needs you, Stone.” 

He pulled his hand away from mine and went back to eating. The conversation was over but | let it go. | knew 
him well enough to know that whatever | said would still be echoing in his mind. He had retreated inside himself 


again to mull these things over. 


After | cleaned up the breakfast dishes, | found Stone outside by the pool. "Hey, there's something we need to 
do." 


"What?" He was sullen and reminded me of the first time | met him. All angst and attitude. 
"Just come with me 

Stone stood up with a huff and stared me down as he walked around the pool foward me. 
| held up and jingled the keys to the Corvette. "Didn't you want to learn how to drive?" 

He gasped and snatched the keys from my hand. "Really?! 


"Why not?" | smiled as | watched him hold the keys in both hands, pulling them in against his chest. "You should 


put some clothes on, though." 
"Oh, yes!" he giggled as he ran through the house to the bedroom. 
And | breathed a sigh of relief. 


In the garage, | took the hardtop off the car and placed it on the blocks | kept in the other bay for it. Stone 
quickly got in the car behind the steering wheel. 


"Uh, let me ..'m going to take you to someplace wide open until you get used to it” 

In the car, Stone took an old pair of my sunglasses and put them on He rode in the passenger seat with a big 
smile on his lips as he looked around. It occurred to me that we hadn't left the house together since the day | 
took him sightseeing. 

"Hey." 


He turned to me with that same big smile. 


"I'm sorry | left you alone in the house." 
Y Yy 


His smile widened. "It's okay. | understand you were working.” 


| was working. | guess. But one could make the argument that | was also avoiding him. Jesus, JC, why are you 


like this? And as | drove, | heard Pop's voice in my ear again. 

| drove us down, out of the hills, to the closest mall, the West Hollywood Gateway. It was early enough in the 
morning that the parking lot would not be crowded. Once it started to get busy, we'd leave. | pulled the car to 
a stop in a deserted corner of the lot and put it in neutral, leaving it idling. 

"Okay, let's switch." 

"You're really going to let me drive your car?" 

"Of course. Come on" | got out of the car and walked around to the passenger side, opening the door. 

Stone grinned and slowly got out. "What if | fuck it up?" 

"You're not going to. Just listen to my instructions and trust yourself. You can do this." 

He looked at me over the top of his sunglasses, gave me a quick kiss, and then giggled as he hurried around 
the car and got in. | sat down in the passenger seat and waited until he was ready. Stone wiggled in the seat, 
sitting up straighter. He grabbed the steering wheel with both hands. 

"Okay, the clutch is the pedal on the left. Push that down with your left foot and while you have it down, 
move the gear shift into the second upper position. The first upper position is reverse. We want to go 
forward." 

"Uh ..." he looked down at the gear shift. 

"IFs okay. You can do it. This is a four-speed manual transmission The four speeds are in a standard-H 
position with reverse over here." | used my left hand to demonstrate shifting. "If it helps, move the gear shift 
all the way to the left and up. Don't take your foot off the clutch." 

Stone carefully moved the gear shift. 

"That's reverse. Now, bring it down again and move it one position toward me." After he did that, | said, "that's 
first gear. Now, what you're going to do is slowly let the clutch out and at the same time, use your right foot 
to give the car a little gas." 


He glanced at me. 


"You can do this. Don't be nervous. You're not going to hurt anything." 


The engine revved under his light foot and the car began to creep forward. Stone giggled and got a little too 
excited. He left the clutch out too quickly and the car lurched and bucked a couple of times before Stone 
panicked and stomped on the brake, sending us both forward in our seats. Then the car stalled out. 


"What did | do?!" 


‘Its okay, baby. Press the clutch in and turn the key. That will happen if the engine isn't getting enough gas 


while you have the gear engaged." 

We spent about two hours in that parking lot with the hot sun beating down on us. Stone got the hang of 
shifting and steering but we didn't break twenty miles per hour. That didn't seem to bother him, though. When 
we switched back, he sat in the passenger seat again with a smile a mile wide on his face. 

"Got the hang of it?" 

"Yes, | think so. It's still different than driving on highways like you did.” 

"Everybody starts somewhere." 

"Can | practice some more?" 

"Of course.” 

| know why you did this." 

"Oh, yeah? Why?" 

"Because you feel bad." 

"What do | feel bad about?" And no, he didn't know why | was doing this. 

"Telling me you don't want me." 

"Stone, that's not what | said" 

| know. You are trying so hard to get me to go home." 

"L am trying to make you see that it's the right thing to do." 

He didn't reply. 


At home, | parked the car in the garage and as | was latching the fasteners on the hardtop, Stone went right 
inside. | expected to find him in the pool but it was quiet outside. He was in the bedroom, taking off the jeans 


and t-shirt he wore for his driving lesson | sat down on the bed and watched him. 

"You are a complicated man 

"| know." 

"You have never imagined what it would be like if | stayed here with you? In some time?" 

"You mean in a year or five years or whatever?" 

Stone nodded. 

| shook my head. "| never do think that far ahead. About anything.” 

"| think | did. | imagined me being here when you would return from work Or perhaps if you left me here while 
you were on your tour. | would learn how to cook food and take care of the cats. | would even ..| could drive 


and go shopping in stores and bring home presents for you. | would make you very happy.’ 


| reached for his hand and pulled him in, grasping his hips and setting him on my lap. "You do make me very 


happy. My heart is full, thanks to you." 

"But you would not be happy if | did all of those things for you." 

"Maybe not. | thought | wanted all of that with someone. | thought | wanted a warm home with someone here 
to welcome me back. Maybe even filled with the laughter of children. But | don't think that's me, baby. And l'm 
slowly realizing that it doesn't mean l'm broken like Pop thinks." 


"He thinks you're broken?" 


| nodded. "He thinks the world would be better off if | stopped kidding myself. He thinks I'm better off if | don't 
attempt to love you." 


Stone frowned as he put his arms around my neck. "I don't think | understand" 

"He thinks I'm going to fail and get hurt in the process like | did with Courtney. Like he did with my mother." 
"Do you think you have failed?" 

"No, baby. | think | got it right this time." 


Our eyes met. Stone slowly smiled and nodded before he kissed me. 


Twenty-three 


There was something different about his kiss this time. His hands held my face, fingers pressed into my 
cheeks. It was as if he wanted to devour me. His tongue plunged deep into my mouth while his body pressed 


into me. Stone whined softly when | slid my hands up, into the back of his shirt. 
"Baby, what is it?" | whispered against his lips. 


"Need you." He slinked off of my lap and crawled up to the pillows, curling onto his side, giving me that look. His 
eyes were lidded and there was a smile threatening to break on his lips. But the smile never bloomed. There 
was something behind it, something holding it back. 


| stood up and took my clothes off, leaving everything in a pile on the floor. | put one knee on the bed, then my 
hands, then the other knee. Stone sat up and pulled his shirt over his head. | leaned over him and slid one hand 
behind his head as | met him in another kiss. My thumb brushed against his ear and he moaned. 


Stone broke the kiss and tilted his head back. He sighed and closed his eyes. "Please," he breathed. 


"My love," | answered as | moved my mouth to that beautiful long neck My thumb continued to stroke his ear. 


| could feel him wriggling beneath me. 


His hands clutched my back, trying to pull me down. One of his legs slipped around my hip while his hips lifted 
off the bed. 


Let's get these pants off you." | reached between our bodies and popped the button on his jeans. 


Stone's arms were around my neck and he clung to me, trying to pull me down and cover my face with kisses. 


"Baby," | whispered as | tried to lift up. "Let me take these off" 


"Need youl" 


"I know, | know." | gently pulled back, sitting on my heels and tugging his jeans down, making sure his shorts 


came with them. "You wore shorts. Look at you." | grinned as | tossed his clothes on the floor. 


Stone giggled and hid his face in his shoulder. When | sat and watched him for a moment too long, he reached 
up and grabbed the back of my neck and hauled me back down to him. 


Our lovemaking that afternoon was intense. He wrapped himself around me and would not be satiated. As soon 
as he was ready to go again, he attacked me and coaxed and teased me until | was hard again When | finally 


had to gently tell him no, Stone broke down in tears. He curled against my chest and sobbed. 


"Hey, hey, what's wrong? What's going on, Stone?" 


He mumbled something between his sobs. 


"I can't understand you. Talk to me." 


His voice was small, catching on his tears. "I love you, and | want to remember this day forever." 


"| do, too." 


He tilted his head back and looked up at me. His eyes were wet, his pupils full and glossy black. They studied 
my face, holding my gaze, while his fingertips stroked my cheek. 


| held him in my arms while we lay there, watching the sun go down outside the window. He had calmed down. 

He wasn't crying anymore, but neither of us broke the silence. My eyes were growing heavy but | didn't want 
to fall asleep. | didn't want to miss one soft sigh or snuffle. | didn't want to miss the feeling of his warm hands 
against my skin or his hair tickling my cheek. 


In the end, though, sleep must have won me over. | was awakened by a loud thunderclap. | reached for Stone to 


pull him in and shield his ears from the loud noise. The bed was empty beside me. 


"Stone?" | sat up and opened my eyes. The room was full of blinding light and | braced myself for the next 


crack of thunder. "Stone? Where are you?" 


| put a hand up, thinking it would block the light coming in the window. But the light wasn't coming from outside. 
It was here, in the room. | squinted, finally able to make out the shape of a boy standing at the foot of the 
bed. "Stone! Come here! Come here, baby!" 


I'm going home," he said so calmly. "I love you, old man" 


"Wait, what? Stone?" 


The cats were crying, crawling around him, looking up at him. Dealer jumped up on the bed with me. 


And then silence and darkness. The light was gone and everything was quiet and peaceful. 


"Stone!" | cried out. "Baby, wait. No." My voice trailed off as it dawned on me. He really did it. He went home. 
Then the laughter came on. Small, quiet laugher in the back of my throat. "Dealy, he went home." 


The room suddenly lit up again and out of this sliver of bright yellow light came Teddi. | saw Stone's long 
fingers gently holding her and put her down on the floor. And then he was gone again. 


Two days later, | was sitting alone in the lounge at LAX, waiting for the rest of the band and crew to fly to 
Texas to kick off this tour with Korn. | mused. Back to Texas. | was just there. 


| felt someone standing to the left and looked up to see Mike smiling down at me. "Hey, dude." 


"You were a million miles away. Where were you?" 


"Texas" 


He scowled in confusion as he sat down next to me. "I thought you were bringing the flavor of the month." 


"Nah." 


"So you dumped them. | knew you would.” 


"Yep. Cut them loose." | quickly swiped at a tear gathering in the corner of my eye. 


Ill never really know if | did the right thing or not. It's been hard to sleep sometimes, without his body curled 
around mine. But when it gets really bad, | remember that he's out there somewhere. | remember the lessons 


that little elf taught me about strength and love. And how he fixed this broken old man. 


